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Chapter One 

Noah Stoffel balanced the case of motor oil on his knee as 
he opened the door. “lIl see you later in the week, Mr. 
Moody.” 


“Sure thing,” George Moody called out from the back of the 
hardware store. 


Noah lifted the box over the rusted side of the white pickup 
and turned toward Ruby’s Diner. He walked across the street 
without even bothering to check for cars. In a town the size 
of Schicksal, Kansas, a person could probably take a nap in 
the center of Main Street and not be bothered for hours. 


He knew living in a town with a population of two-hundred 
thirty-one would bother most folks, but Noah loved his little 
corner of the world. He stopped in front of Ruby’s and wiped 
his feet on the bright floral welcome mat before walking 
inside. 


“Afternoon, Miss Ruby,” he hollered. 


Noah was surprised to see a stranger in one of the five 
booths. He continued to the front counter and sat on one of 
the red, cracked vinyl stools. When he was a boy, his father 
used to bring him to Ruby’s for an ice cream soda every 
Saturday night after a week full of chores. 


Ruby strolled out of the kitchen, the ever-present yellow 
number two lead pencil stuck in her beehive hairdo, with a 
plate of that day’s special in one hand and a big glass of 
sweet tea in the other. 


“Be with you in a second, sugar,” Ruby greeted. 


Noah hated to seem nosey, but he couldn’t help himself. It 
was rare to see a stranger in town, especially one about his 
own age and as good-looking as any of those guys on TV. He 
studied the man out of the corner of his eye as he 
pretended to look out the front window. 


Ruby talked to the man for several seconds before she 
turned back to Noah. “What can | do for you today?” 


“Thought I’d take Momma home one of those banana cream 
pies she likes so much. She hasn’t been eatin’ like she 
should, so I’m hoping to entice her,” he said with a grin. 


“She’s still poorly?” Ruby asked as she took a pie out of the 
glass-fronted refrigerator beside the cash register. 


“Yeah.” Noah hated the idea of his mother getting older. 


After his father passed away, almost six years ago, his mom 
was the only family he had left. She used to do fine helping 
Noah work their small farm, but her health took a turn going 
on four years ago, which left most of the work to him. Not 
that he minded. Noah enjoyed working in the garden and 
making sure the cows got fed, but he often wondered if the 
old farm was just too much for them nowadays. 


He’d broached the subject of selling the farm one night and 
had been met with absolute silence. Noah hadn’t mentioned 
it again, but that didn’t mean he didn’t think about it. 


Ruby set the boxed pie in front of him. 


“How much do I owe you?” Noah asked as he dug out the 
wallet he’d made in Boy Scouts years earlier. 


“No charge if ya bring me some of those pecans | know 
you've got laying around at your grove.” 


Noah knew Ruby was just being nice. Most of the town knew 
the Stoffel farm wasn’t what it used to be. Most months he’d 
been forced to do odd-jobs for people just to make ends 
meet. 


In the past, his momma had made quite a nice bit of side 
money picking up pecans from their small grove and 
Shelling them for folks in town. Now with her back hurting 
the way it was, she could barely get out of bed most days. 


“I’ve got to harvest some corn in the next couple of days, 
but | could sure bring you some in on Thursday, if that’d be 
soon enough?” 


“Thursday sounds just fine,” Ruby answered. 


Noah lifted the box into his arms. He leaned over the 
counter and whispered to Ruby, 


“Who's the new guy?” 


“Oh, you two haven’t met? Well it’s about time we fixed 
that, wouldn’t ya say?” Ruby grabbed Noah’s hand and 
dragged him over toward the table. “Dexter Krispin, I'd like 
you to meet Noah Stoffel. Dex is Mayor Edwards’ nephew 
from Pittsburgh. He’s here visiting for a few weeks.” 


Noah set the pie back on the counter and walked over to 
Shake Dex’s hand. “Pittsburg? 


Kansas?” 
“No. Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.” 


“Oh. Can’t say’s I’ve ever been that far east. | went to St. 
Louis when | was a senior in high school for the regional 
science fair, but | think that’s about as far away from home 
as I’ve been. Well, not counting college. | was enrolled at 
lowa State, but | only got to attend classes for a couple 
months before | was needed back here at home.” Noah 
realized he was still shaking Dex’s hand and grudgingly 
pulled away. He wondered if Dex or Ruby had noticed the 
way the front of his jeans had begun to fill out. Being 
homosexual in the town the size of his wasn’t really an 
option. 


He assumed townsfolk chalked his lack of dating up to the 
fact there were few single women in the area, and most of 
them were more interested in barrel racing or getting the 
hell out of town than hooking up. 


“It was nice to meet you,” Dex said, once again taking his 
seat. 


“You, too,” Noah agreed as he went back and picked up his 
pie. He was sure his face was flushed. Despite his being in 
the sun on a daily basis, Noah’s German heritage didn’t 
really allow for a tan of any kind. He usually burned and 
pealed several times during the summer, only to be left with 
the same pale skin and blond hair he’d started with. 


His gaze perused Dex once more. Dex didn’t seem to have 
tanning issues. The man looked nothing like Cora Edwards. 
With his dark brown hair and eyes, Dex didn’t look at all like 
the porcelain-skinned, silver-haired mayor. And Noah was 
positive Cora didn’t have those fantastic dimples in her 


cheeks. Noah’s tongue tingled at the thought of swirling it 
around inside those cute depressions. 


“I'd better get this home,” Noah said. 
“Okay, sugar, drive safe,” Ruby called out. 


Dex turned back to his dinner and Noah almost stumbled 
over a chair as he watched the gorgeous man lick the fried 
chicken drippings from his fingers. He prayed he’d be able 
to get the pie and himself home safely. 
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Dex leaned against the floatation device. His left hand 
clutched a half-full beer can even though it rested easily 
inside the coaster. His right arm dangled in the lukewarm 
water of his aunt’s swimming pool. 


September was hardly a good month for swimming, but 
southwestern Kansas often enjoyed warmer than normal 
temperatures during the daylight hours. Besides, he told 
himself, if he didn’t have a place to relax and cool off other 
than the shower, he’d be ratcheting Cora’s water bill 
through the roof. 


“So, did ya meet 'em?” Cora demanded. 


He glanced from beneath his sunglasses to toss her a stern 
glare. “I told you not to ask.” Impatient as ever, she took 
another sip of her martini, set the glass on the bistro table, 
and slammed both palms against the teak wood. “Damnit, 
Dex, don’t play games with me.” 


“I met ’em,” he responded quietly, mimicking her 
Midwestern slang. “I saw a lot of people today. | went to City 
Hall, if you can call that cracker box a building, and | met 


your police chief, who told me to give the Honorable Mayor 
his best, so consider it done.” 


“And?” she persisted. 


“I met your receptionist, the butcher, the baker, and the 
candlestick maker. | went to the diner and met Ruby and 
Cookie, had a bite to eat, and | saw a nice young man who 
came in for pie to take to his parents.” He watched as his 
aunt lifted her brows inquiringly. 


Resisting a smile, Dex continued. “Later, | walked down the 
street—you only have four or five, so maybe | should be 
more specific. | went to the post office, and the convenience 
store. 


If you want to know more, ask Ruby—she seems to know 
everybody’s business.” Cora huffed. “You don’t have to be 
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nasty about it. | was only askin’. 


“And I’m only tellin’ —don’t ask. You invited me to do the 
job, and l'Il do it, but it has to be my way, with no 
interference and no questions!” 


“Smart ass.” She drained her glass and went back inside for 
more alcohol, he supposed. 


As she retreated, the grin he’d held back exploded. His 
father’s oldest sister was a character. Twice married, twice 
widowed, with more time, land, and money on her hands 
than any woman had a right to possess. She was also a 
sweet old darling with a heart of gold and an inquisitive 
nature that could outshine it. 


“She’s lonely,” his dad had told him before he left Pittsburgh 
for the small community near both the Oklahoma and 
Colorado borders. “But she means well. See what you can 


do for her to ease her mind.” Then his dad had chuckled. 
“Look at it this way, son, by the time you get home, you'll 
have more than enough for your doctoral thesis.” Dex had 
agreed. He wasn’t used to the lack of cultural activities and 
fast food, but the diner had so far offered decent coffee, and 
he could grudgingly admit he had been enjoying the back- 
to-nature, laid back ambiance of Schicksal. The hamlet had 
been settled by Germans in the late eighteen-hundreds and 
lay only a few miles from Kismet, Kansas. Kismet’s 
population of less than five-hundred made Schicksal seem 
like barely a blip on the western plains’ radar. 


He would never have imagined such a tiny place could 
house so many dysfunctional people. They had a 
kleptomaniac, a compulsive liar or two, an in-your-face 
lesbian at the post office, and a skirt-chasing plumber. 
Cora’s opponent for the mayor’s seat had to be the least 
desirable of the lot, a gambler who spent more time at the 
crap tables in northwestern Oklahoma than he did running 
his ranch. Dex had promised to work on his doctoral thesis, 
but he’d be damned if he’d be held accountable until the job 
was done. 


Cora reappeared, a fresh drink already passing her lips. She 
coughed none-too-gently when Dex didn’t look up. “I’m 
sorry.” 


“Apology accepted.” He knew, however, that more was 
coming. 


“I’m just concerned, you understand?” Her voice held a 
pleading tone. 


“I know, and you've a right to be concerned, but at the 
same time...” 


“I know!” She held up her hands, sloshing her drink. 


Dex thought a moment, took a last swig of beer, and slid 
from the raft into the pool. He dove under and then 
resurfaced. “Aunt Cora, | love you. There’s nothing wrong 
with wanting to help someone. No—you aren’t some evil 
bitch for interfering, and no, you weren’t wrong to invite me 
—| needed the break, needed to get out of the city, needed 
to be somewhere | couldn’t be found. I’m glad I’m here.” 


She seemed satisfied, but she tightened her lips 
momentarily. “I just wish there was more | could do to help.” 


Dex shrugged. “Cora, these things take time. People get 
well when they’re ready.” 


“Not if they don’t even know they’ve got a problem.” 


“Sure,” he agreed. “But we're not doctors and we’re not 
mirrors. The little creep who has been stalking me will 
eventually get tired and move on to someone else. Will you 
trust me on this?” He knew she was impatient. 


“Don’t have much of a choice, do I?” She walked closer to 
the pool and knelt. “You say you went to City Hall? Was 
David there?” 


Dex thought back to Cora’s nemesis. “He was.” 
“What did he want?” she demanded. 


“He wondered where you were and what you were doing. | 
told him you had a hair appointment in Liberal.” 


“Good. Nosy bastard. And who did you meet at the diner?” 


“I met Ruby, Cookie, some farmer named Joe, and a young 
man named Noah Stoffel. 


Satisfied?” 


Cora nodded slowly. “Okay. Not bad for your first day on the 
job. Look, | don’t care what you do to David, but if you have 
romantic designs on Noah, I’m here to tell you—leave that 
kid alone.” Deep lines creased her face when she frowned. 
“Shit, | forgot how young he is, only a few years your junior.” 


“He’s hardly a boy, Aunt Cora.” Dex chuckled. 


“No, but he’s a lot like you, and | like him. You’re only going 
to be here a couple of weeks, and Noah is a fixture in this 
community, like family to everyone here. He’s a vital part of 
this town, and | don’t want you to go breaking his heart. 
Hurt him and I'll cut off your nuts and mail them back to 
your father COD. If you want to get laid—and | suspect you 
will—go into Dodge or Liberal.” 


“Cora!” Dex didn’t know whether to take her words as funny 
or hurtful. He swam toward the side of the pool and propped 
himself on his arms. 


She rose and snapped her fingers. “I just thought of 
something you can do for me while you’re here. Check out 
Old Man Weathers. He’s the asshole who owns all that land 
up north and won't let anyone else’s cattle graze on it. 
Several have offered to pay the old fart, but he keeps 
turning them away. | want to know why.” She stared down 
the length of her bony nose at him. 


“PIL pay you.” 
“| don’t think so.” 


“It’s my money.” 


“You sure you’re not trying to keep me here longer?” he 
teased. 


Cora cracked a smile. “Maybe. Shame when an old lady 
feels she has to offer incentives to her family to get visits 
from them, isn’t it?” 


Dex was about to argue with her, reminding her that the 
highway into western Kansas went both ways, but she 
waved and left. 


A chill breeze swept over the pool, hardening his nipples. He 
slipped back into the water, rubbing his chest and allowing 
his hands to travel further south to comfort his balls and 
cock with an image of Noah in mind. Cora had been right, 
Noah was exactly his type, and from the covert looks the 
guy had been giving him, Dex suspected he was Noah's 
type as well. 


Kxxx 


After shelving the box of motor oil, Noah did a quick check 
of the cattle. Cattle? He chuckled to himself. Once upon a 
time there’d been cattle, now there was just cow. The rest 
had been sold to pay for his education and gaps in their 
monthly income. He hated to think what his dad would’ve 
said about selling his precious cattle off one by one, but 
certain things couldn’t be helped. 


A scratch on his leg got Noah’s attention. “Hey, Barley,” he 
greeted his eleven-year-old border collie. 


Barley began to whine and Noah grinned. “What’s the 
matter, boy, no one pay you attention today?” He knelt and 
gave his beloved pet a few good scratches behind the ears. 


With one last pat on Barley’s side, Noah stood and went 
back to the truck. “Maybe if you’re good, Momma will share 
some of her pie with you after dinner.” He lifted the box off 
the passenger seat and carried it up to the house with 
Barley hot on his heels. He glanced toward the chicken coup 
and sighed. “Doesn't look like the chickens have been fed 
yet this evening either.” 


He entered the house, once again reminding himself to fix 
the screen on the door, and set the pie in the refrigerator. 
With a quick glance toward the bare stove, Noah took out 
the bowl of left-over spaghetti from the previous evening, 
replacing the foil with a wet paper towel. 


After setting the microwave, he went toward his mom’s 
bedroom. He found her lying in bed with the covers up to 
her chin. Noah sat down on the edge of the bed, and held 
his momma’s hand. “You’ve had another bad day, haven't 
you? Maybe we should take you into Wichita to a specialist 
or something?” 


“I don’t think it'll help. Just be a waste of money. I’m old, 
Noah.” 


“You're not that old,” Noah replied. He hated when his mom 
said stuff like that. Sure his mom and dad had been 
surprised when, after years of trying, his mom had given 
birth to Noah, but sixty-three wasn’t old. 


He ran his thumb over the paper-thin skin of his momma’s 
hand. A hand that had once been strong enough to work 
right along side of his father was now reduced to skin and 
bones. 


“I’m heating up the spaghetti from last night. Do you think 
you'll be able to eat some?” 


“| don’t think so.” 


“Will you at least try? | stopped off at Ruby’s and picked you 
up a banana cream pie for dessert, but you need to eat 
some of your dinner first.” Momma rolled her eyes. “Now 
who's acting like the parent?” Noah grinned and kissed his 
mom’s thin face. “I’m just worried about you.” He stood and 
started toward the door. “I’m gonna throw the chickens 
some feed before dinner.” 


“I’m sorry. | know I haven’t been any help to you in some 
time.” With one foot out the door, he glanced over his 
shoulder. “Its okay, Momma. | know you'd help if you could. | 
promised Daddy I’d take care of you, and | will.” Noah 
stopped by the kitchen to stir the spaghetti and set the 
timer for another couple of minutes. While he was at it, he 
put two plates with silverware on the table, the loaf of bread 
with butter, and two empty glasses. 


He started for the screen door and chuckled. Barley had his 
head stuck through the rip in the screen. “Is that how that 
happened?” 


Dogs had never been allowed in the Stoffel house, but 
Barley had refused to accept that rule. Noah had caught him 
several times lying in bed beside his mom when he returned 
home from a hard day’s work, although he’d never been 
able to figure out how Barley got inside. The no-pet thing 
had been his mom’s, and if she didn’t seem to mind Barley’s 
presence, Noah wasn’t about to enforce the old rule. He 
figured it gave his momma company during the day. Noah 
usually turned the little television on in her room when he 
left in the morning, but he doubted she watched much of it. 


In the barn, he scooped up an old coffee can full of cracked 
corn and walked toward the chickens. He should’ve done it 


that morning, but his mom had thought she’d be up to the 
Simple chore, so he’d left it in her hands. Noah had been 
feeding the chickens for years, so why he’d even agreed to 
let his mom do it was beyond him. He figured it had 
something to do with his need to see his mom do some of 
what she used to. 


After scattering the corn, he tossed the can back into the 
feed sack and quickly closed up the barn. In the waning 
light, the barn took on shapes and sounds that didn’t set 
well with him. 


He filled Barley’s big water bowl from the well pump before 
going back into the house. 


He was happy to see his mom already sitting at the table, 
dressed in her powder blue bathrobe. “You look pretty,” he 
commented. He took the spaghetti out of the microwave 
and set it on the table. 


“It was a lovely Christmas gift. | know | should wear it more 
often. It just seems like a waste when | have a perfectly 
good old one to wear around the house.” 


“|I wouldn’t have bought it for you if | didn’t want you to 
wear it, Momma. Everyone deserved something nice to wear 
on occasion.” 


His mom’s brow rose. “When was the last time you bought 
yourself something nice to wear?” 


Noah spooned a small pile of food on his mom’s plate before 
looking down at his clothes. 


The jeans were faded and had several rips in them. His T- 
shirt was at least a size too small. 


He shrugged and put some spaghetti onto his own plate. 
“They're good enough for what | do. Even if | bought 
something new, | wouldn’t know where to wear it. It’s not 
like | go anywhere besides into town.” 


“And that’s my fault,” his mom mumbled. “You shouldn’t be 
stuck out here taking care of an old woman. You should be 
hanging out with people your own age, enjoying life.” Noah 
reached across the table and covered his mom’s hand with 
his. “I’m not stuck with you, Momma. I love you. I can’t 
imagine a different life than the one | have.” He released 
her hand and started buttering a slice of bread. His mind 
went back to Ruby’s, and the handsome man he’d met 
there. What was it about Dexter that made him think all 
sorts of wicked things? 


Before he’d been called home from college to take care of 
his mom, Noah had enjoyed his first real date. Chuck lived 
on Noah’s floor and had asked him out the first week they 
were there. Noah wasn’t used to someone being so open 
about their sexuality, so it had taken him almost three 
weeks to finally say yes. 


Chuck had taken Noah to a bar, but they were both too 
young to drink, so they’d spent time playing pool and on the 
dance floor. When Chuck had pulled him into his arms for a 
slow song, Noah thought he might come in his jeans. The 
feel of the bigger man’s thigh riding between Noah’s legs 
was something he’d never forgotten. 


Noah blinked several times, aware that his cock was 
pressing against his fly. He internally scolded himself for 
thinking of such things while enjoying dinner with his mom. 
He’d always known his true nature would be met with 
disapproval. In the small town where they lived, men were 


expected to marry and produce children to help work the 
land. 


It wasn’t that Noah had no interest in having children, he 
adored kids. Unfortunately, having them required him to live 
a life that wasn’t for him. He’d tried to find women 
attractive. 


Noah even went as far as to buy a nudie magazine once. 
The only thing in the whole magazine that got him hard was 
a cartoon on one of the pages that depicted a pencil drawn 
man with a big dick in his hand. He didn’t even remember 
what the cartoon said, but that picture was burned into his 
brain forever. 


After his second helping of spaghetti, he glanced at his 
mom. She hadn’t eaten a single bit of her dinner. He knew if 
the positions were reversed, she wouldn’t have let him have 
dessert, but as thin as his mom was, Noah didn’t feel like 
arguing about what she put in her mouth. 


He carried his plate and hers to the sink and fixed her a slice 
of pie. Setting it down in front of her, Noah cupped his 
mom’s cheek. “Will you at least try to eat some of this?” 


“Sure.” 


Noah cleaned up the dinner dishes and dried his hands. “I’m 
gonna go put the chickens up. Maybe sit out on the porch 
for awhile. Are you going to be okay?” 


“I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” 
“FIL always worry about you. You’re my best girl.” 


The chickens went right in, which left him the entire evening 
to relax. He decided a walk sounded nice and went in to tell 


his mom he was going out for a bit. What he found in the 
kitchen was Barley with his front paws on the table licking at 
a few remaining crumbs on the plate. 


“Get down!” he scolded. 


Barley jumped down and lowered his head. Noah picked up 
the plate and carried it to the sink. He didn’t know how 
much of the piece his mom had consumed, but he hoped it 
was at least a few bites. 


He peaked in on her and saw that she was already asleep. 
Noah shook his head, and grabbed his jean jacket from the 
hook by the door. As he took off down the dirt driveway and 
onto the gravel road, he stuck his hands in his pockets. 
Although the days were still nice and warm, the evening 
tended to turn chilly. 


Noah came to a fork in the old country road. One direction 
would lead him to town, but the other would take him 
toward the man he’d thought about all evening. He knew he 
should play it safe and head to town if he wanted company, 
but there was something about Dexter that he wanted to 
know better. Even if all he ever got to do was look at the 
man, it would be enough to fuel his fantasies for years. 


He ran a hand over his bulging fly. The material was so soft 
and worn it felt good cupped in his hand. 


A throat cleared and Noah spun around and came face to 
face with the object of his current obsession. “Hi.” 


Chapter Two 


“Hello,” Dexter answered, a big grin on his face as he 
glanced none too subtly at the front of Noah’s jeans. 


Noah quickly stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets and 
pulled them around in front, hoping to shield his obvious 
erection. He couldn’t believe the man he’d been thinking 
about was suddenly standing right in front of him. 


“You out for a walk?” Noah asked. He cringed at the stupid 
question. Of course the man was out for a walk. 


“Yeah. | was starting to go a little stir-crazy after dinner, so | 
figured I’d get out of my aunt’s hair for awhile. You?” 


“Same,” Noah agreed. “Although in my case, my mom went 
to bed early, so | thought I’d enjoy the evening.” 


Dexter gestured at the road toward town. “Can I buy you a 
beer?” Noah began to chew the inside of his cheek. He’d 
never been inside the only bar in town. 


It wasn’t that he’d never tasted beer. Alcohol was just 
something he didn’t have the spare money for. Still, he’d 
like to spend time with Dexter, and the man did say he’d 
buy. 


“Sure. I'd like that,” Noah finally agreed. 


Dexter took off walking, and Noah had to scramble to catch 
up. He hadn’t noticed earlier, but Dexter smelled as good as 
he looked. 


“So, what do you do around here for fun?” Dexter asked. 


Noah fisted his hands in his pockets to keep himself from 

running his fingers through Dexter’s hair. He was a sucker 
for a dark-haired man. He realized Dexter was grinning at 
him. 


“Oh. Huh?” 


Dexter chuckled. “I asked what kind of things you do around 
here for fun.” 


“Fun?” Noah bit his lip as he thought about the last time 
he’d actually had fun. “Well, sometimes | like to take a dip in 
the pond after a hot day.” 


“By yourself or with someone else?” Dexter asked, moving 
his dark brows up and down. 


Noah looked toward the road. He could feel his face turning 
red, another drawback of his fair skin. How many times had 
he skinny-dipped while thinking about having someone join 
him? 


“I’ve never done it with anyone else,” he admitted. 


Dexter started to laugh harder. “Well, you’ve been missing 
out, then. Nothing better than being naked in the water with 
someone you like. Unless of course, it’s being naked 
anywhere else with someone you like.” 


Noah felt the erection still trapped in his pants begin to 
throb. He squeezed his eyes shut and willed it to go down. 
Maybe spending time with Dexter wasn’t such a good idea. 
He was more than likely to end the night with a shiner if he 
didn’t get his body under control. 


Dexter grabbed Noah’s arm until they came to a stop facing 
each other. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you.” 


“You didn’t.” 


“Yeah | did, and I’m sorry. My friends back in Pittsburgh tell 
me all the time | come on too strong, but | like you.” 


Noah’s jaw literally dropped open at the statement. Dexter 
reached out and placed his hand under Noah's chin and 
closed his mouth. 


“I did it again, didn’t I?” Dexter said as he rested his hand 
on Noah’s shoulder. 


Noah gently nudged Dexter’s hand until it opened, then 
rubbed his cheek against Dexter’s palm. He couldn’t believe 
a man as gorgeous as Dexter would give him the time of 
day, but here he was making a pass. If only he weren’t such 
a damn virgin. The farthest he’d ever gotten with a guy 
were a few kisses and gropes. 


Dexter started to step closer, but a bright set of headlights 
flashed across them. Noah sprang back just as a car 
rounded the bend. He waved as Mrs. Dempsey passed 
them. 


Noah was so embarrassed he didn’t know what to do. What 
would’ve happened if he’d let Dexter kiss him right there in 
the middle of the road? 


” 


“Maybe l'Il take a rain check on that beer if you don’t mind, 
Noah said as he started to turn back toward his folks’ place. 


“You sure?” Dexter asked. 


“Yeah. I’ve got a couple of long days coming up. It'd 
probably be best if | got to sleep early.” 


“When can | see you again?” Dexter asked. 


Noah sucked his entire bottom lip into his mouth and began 
to chew on it. “You could help me gather pecans in the 
grove on Thursday if you want.” 


“ld like that.” 
“I'll pick you up,” Noah offered. 
“PIL be looking forward to it,” Dexter said with a sexy grin. 


Noah turned and walked away as fast as he could. He knew 
the next few days sitting on a tractor seat were going to be 
torturous if he didn’t get thoughts of Dexter Krispin out of 
his head. 
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“You wouldn’t know a pecan from a mountain oyster,” 
cracked Cora as Dex prepared to meet Noah. 


“If that is your way of helping calm my nerves, you suck at 
it,” he responded. 


“What is it you’re after by helping him?” she asked. “Don’t 
you have work to do?” 


“It can wait. | need a break from studying my notes and 
thinking, and I’m tired of asking people questions without 
arousing their suspicions. Besides, Noah seems really nice. 
Maybe l'Il make a new friend.” 


“As long as it’s not a new conquest.” 
“Sex has nothing to do with it,” Dex defended. 
“I should hope not.” 


He turned to his aunt, “If you’re going to stand in my 
doorway and watch as | find something to wear, the least 
you could do is offer to help me pick out a shirt.” His aunt 
laughed bawdily as if she’d just heard a dirty joke. “Boy, you 


don’t pick out a shirt here, certainly not one of those fancy 
Ralph Lauren things you brought from the big city. 


You just throw something on and go.” 


Dexter ran tense fingers through his hair. “Pittsburgh isn’t 
that large, and what’s wrong with my clothes?” He frowned. 
“And what the hell is a mountain oyster, some other kind of 
nut?” 


Cora snorted, and her eyes filled with tears as they crinkled 
in laughter. “Ask your father. 


As for your clothes, you wear jeans and a T-shirt down here, 
and if neither of them has holes, you'll stick out like a sore 
thumb.” 


“Now you’re kidding.” 


“At least don’t tuck in the T-shirt,” she suggested. “By the 
looks of the sky, you might want a jacket, though. | know 
you're used to cold temperatures in Pennsylvania, but you 
haven’t been through a Kansas winter.” 


“It’s not even fall yet,” he said patiently. 


“You're in the Midwest,” she reminded him. “Wait a few 
minutes if you don’t like the weather or think you have a 
handle on it.” Cora turned to leave. 


“Hey,” he called out to her. “What the fuck is a mountain 
oyster in case | see one? Do |! pick it up or leave it on the 
ground?” 


Her only response was a fresh wave of laughter, this time 
louder and forceful enough to make her choke. 


Dex placed his hands on his hips defensively as he listened 
to her cough and sputter. 


“What’s so funny?” 
“You.” She wiped her eyes. “Mister Fashion Plate.” 


“I just want to look nice.” Dex huffed. He’d had plenty of 
classes and experience to know his own feelings, which 
were that he’d allowed himself a heavy dose of self- 
consciousness—and he hated falling into that trap. “You still 
didn’t answer my question. Is a mountain oyster something | 
need to place in the sacks or bags or whatever we'll be 
using in the pecan grove, or do | just leave it there? What 
does it look like?” 


Cora howled with laughter and waved goodbye, leaving him 
standing in the middle of his room, knowing he’d been the 
butt of a joke, but not understanding how. 


Dex turned back to his wardrobe, grumbling. Shit. T-shirt? 
He rifled through the pressed and folded clothing he’d put 
away in the bureau drawers until he found what he hoped 
was Suitable. He couldn’t go wrong with basic black, surely. 
That with matching socks, one of the two pair of denim 
jeans he’d purchased before leaving home, and a pair of 
D&G sneakers should do the trick. 


He surveyed the clothes hanging in his closet. Fuck. What to 
wear over the shirt? He may be from out of town, but he 
didn’t want to look like a fool in front of Noah. All he’d 
brought were a baby blue cashmere blend sweater and two 
jackets, one tweed and the other corduroy, neither of them 
black. 


The corduroy might do, but what if he pricked it with some 
tree branch or a bird shit on him or something? The 


countryside was filled with infernal bird calls waking him at 
the butt-crack of dawn, and it seemed the air was always 
filled with their squawking. 


Dex did the only thing he could think to do. He called Noah 
again, praying the younger man hadn't left the house yet. 

He almost hung up after the fourth ring, but then he heard 
Noah’s calm baritone. 


“This is Noah.” 


“Thank God. | mean, this is Dex. | don’t have a jacket to 
wear, and my aunt got rid of my uncle’s clothing a long time 
ago, not that any of his things would probably fit me.” Dex 
took a breath, waiting, cursing himself silently for sounding 
like a whiny, dipshit schoolboy. It seemed an eternity before 
Noah answered. 


“My dad was a lot bigger than I am. l'Il see if | can find 
something to fit you in one of the boxes of stuff we saved.” 


“Great!” Dex breathed more easily. “l'II meet you out front.” 
He looked in the mirror once he’d dressed and groaned 
again. “Ball cap or cowboy hat, dude?” he spoke to his 
image. 


Didn’t really matter, because he didn’t own either. 
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Noah seemed to eye him suspiciously when he pulled up in 
the truck. Once Dex was inside, Noah asked, “That’s what 
you're wearing?” 


Dex looked down at himself, then back at Noah. “What’s 
wrong with me?” 


“Your shoes. Don’t you have any boots? The grove’s 
probably a bit muddy. Those tennis shoes won’t look so 
good by the time you get home.” 


Dex repressed a snort at the thought of his D&G suede 
sneakers being called mere tennis shoes. That was a term 
he’d assigned to inexpensive footwear to be worn for 
lounging or traipsing decks near boats, not something that 
cost more than a month’s beverages at Starbucks. 


He chewed his bottom lip for a second. “I don’t Suppose you 
have a store anywhere close where | could buy boots, do 
you?” 


“Nope. Not for several miles. | could take you into Dodge 
with me in a couple of days, if you'd like to go. Have to pick 
up something for Mr. Moody. He can’t leave his store to go 
get it.” 


Dex thought. “Sure. | have the loafers to wear until then.” 
Boots? What sort of boots? 


Cowboy or workman? He glanced at Noah’s feet. Definitely 
workman. What the hell? Maybe a pair of both. So he’d 
spend a few bucks on new shoes, big deal. Not like he 
couldn’t afford them. 


Noah patted a well-worn, army-green jacket between them. 
Looked like it was down-filled, because it sure took up a lot 
of room. It also looked water-proof. “Found one of Dad’s 
jackets. Will this do?” 


Dex got an unexpected lump in his throat. “Thanks.” 


Noah nodded. “Not a problem. Folks around here are always 
happy to help.” Dex looked at his companion’s open, honest 
face. Noah seemed like a lot of the townsfolk, blithely happy 


just to exist, never in a hurry, always willing to lend a hand. 
The planes of his handsome features revealed a farm boy 
with the well-nurtured but lean body of someone who 
worked hard for a living. 


Dex noticed Noah’s hands. Rough hands that he could well 
imagine holding him gently or knocking the hell out of him 
should the occasion call for it. 


But it was Noah’s eyes that held him spellbound. Eyes so 
crystal clear and innocent yet hauntingly mysterious, as if 
they held a thousand secrets—and Dex found himself 
wanting to know them all. 


Jesus. He wasn’t even supposed to be thinking thoughts in 
that vein. Hadn’t Cora warned him that Noah was young, 
possibly fragile? 


They passed by a cemetery that looked old, like something 
out of a history book. Dex pointed. “I’ve always had a thing 
for history,” he said. “You know...old buildings, cemeteries?” 
Noah seemed not to have heard him, so Dex tried again. 
“Maybe we can drive through there on the way back?” 


Noah’s arm left where it had been propped against the 
window frame, and he placed both hands on the steering 
wheel. His knuckles turned white as he tightened his grip. 
“Don’t think so. 


| gotta get home after we pick up the pecans. My mom’II be 
expecting me.” Dex knew how to read body language, and 
Noah’s was speaking volumes. “Maybe some other time 
then,” he said gently, clearing his throat and changing the 
subject. “Speaking of history, | read about an old bridge 
near here, one that is supposedly one of the longest in the 
nation.” 


Noah’s chest swelled as he took a deep breath and held it a 
few seconds. He nodded and let out the pent-up air ina 
whoosh as he brightened. “Yeah. That’d be Mighty Sampson. 
It’s about thirteen miles this side of Liberal. l'Il drive you 
there someday if you like. You could get your boots either 
there or in Dodge.” 


Grateful that they were finally talking, Dex nodded and let 
Noah take the lead. 


“By the way,” Noah began. “You ever picked up pecans 
before?” Dex had the prime moment to ask about mountain 
oysters but decided against it. No use showing his ignorance 
to Noah this early in their budding relationship. For some 
reason he couldn’t fathom, he wanted the good-looking 
Kansan to think well of him. “No. | do know what one looks 
like, though.” 


This seemed to make Noah smile. He flashed Dex a grin that 
made Dex’s cock swell, and he squirmed in his seat, hoping 
like hell he didn’t give himself away. 
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Picking pecans was harder on the backside than Dex had 
imagined. He rubbed a sore spot in the middle of his back 
and groaned, and they’d only been in the grove half an 
hour. He wasn’t aware of Noah’s proximity until he felt 
strong hands grip his hips. 


“Straighten your back,” Noah instructed, his hands traveling 
upwards to lock at Dex’s ribcage. “Now take a deep breath 
and let it out slowly.” With his ass pressed against Noah’s 
stomach, Dex did as requested. 


Just as the last of the air in his lungs left, Noah lifted him 
from the ground. Dex couldn’t repress a huge moan of 


exquisite pleasure as what seemed like every bone from his 
ass to his head crackled and popped with release. 


“Holy fuck.” He straightened his now-limber spine. “How did 
you do that?” Noah laughed, his arms still loosely 
supporting Dex. 


Dex leaned against Noah’s broad chest. Then he realized his 
action, but before he could rectify it, the band of muscle 
encircling him tightened ever so slightly. Not threateningly, 
but definitely deliberately. 


Noah’s breath was warm against the side of his neck as 
Noah bent forward, his lips brushing the column of Dex’s 
exposed throat. “Feel better?” 


“Mmm-hmm.” Dex felt free yet paralyzed, a willing captive. 
He didn’t want to move, and it seemed Noah felt the same 
way. 


“What are you thinking?” Noah asked. 


“That it must be nice to have brothers. Love my sisters— 
don’t get me wrong. But none of them could ever pop my 
back like you just did, and my dad’s a real health nut. He’d 
have throttled me if I’d asked to go to a chiropractor, much 
less let someone without a medical degree pop me.” 


“| don’t get it. So what would you do if your back hurt?” 
Noah asked. 


“Suffer.” Dex snorted. Yep. It was good to be with a man 
again, one big enough to hold his own physically with him. 


Dex looked about and listened to the silence, broken only by 
the sounds of birds calling to one another. For the first time 
since leaving Pennsylvania, he knew what he’d been 


missing in the city. Peace. When had he last heard horns 
honking as traffic moved through the streets of Pittsburgh 
without realizing how obnoxious they were? How could he 
have functioned with so much noise, people’s chatter, the 
blare of police sirens and fire trucks warning drivers to clear 
a path? 


“What?” Noah asked. 


Although Dex could feel Noah’s body tremble slightly, he 
stayed where he was and answered the question. 


“I suddenly realize that | like the sounds of birds. Annoying 
little bastards drove me nuts when | first came here. Now | 
like them. Weird, huh?” 


“Maybe.” Noah chuckled. “What else do you notice?” 


Dex thought a moment. He closed his eyes. “I guess | 
haven’t been using my five senses.” 


“Oh?” 


“Yeah. When | close my eyes, | become more aware of other 
things. Like right now, I’m paying attention to smells. | 
didn’t realize you were wearing aftershave earlier, it’s nice. 
And other things. Like the ground is damp from the rain, and 
| smell the dirt on my hands. That’s definitely not something 
I’m used to smelling.” Dex hoped he didn’t sound stupid. 


Noah turned Dex to face him. “Open your eyes.” He lifted 
Dex’s hands and held them up to his nose. “You don’t smell 
bad, and you don’t look bad. Why do you even care?” 


“Į just do.” Dex shivered. 


“You cold?” 


“No.” Hot. Burning up. For you. He knew he trembled, and 
that made him even more self-conscious. This isn’t right. So 
why does it feel so good? Why can’t I just step back? 


He looked at the hands holding his. Noah didn’t appear in 
any hurry to release him despite the slight tremble. Now 
what? Should he do what he wanted, which was to take the 
younger man in his arms and kiss him? If the signals he was 
receiving were any indication, Noah felt the same way he 
did. So why wait? 


Dex knew why. His aunt had warned him. She’d reminded 
him of his last relationship. 


His father must’ve told Cora about Colin, the kid on campus 
who’d developed a crush on him. 


After their one-night stand, the college freshman had turned 
into a first-class stalker, apparently thinking that a few 
kisses and casual fucks were some sort of permanent 
commitment. 


The result had been a nightmare for Dex, who had taken 
great pains not to hurt the boy, but there was no way he 
was tying himself down to someone so immature and 
irresponsible, not to mention downright scary. 


Colin had sent him love letters, text messages, left pitiful 
pleas on his voice mail. Dex had changed his telephone 
number and even moved, but the harassment escalated to 
one dramatic night when the boy threatened to kill himself. 
Then when Colin had begun following him to class and 
disrupting his life to the extent that Dex was ready to leave 
the university, the kid had fixated on someone else. 


Noah didn’t appear anything like Colin. He seemed down to 
earth, responsible, incapable of any sort of deviant 


behavior, but Dex knew there was an enormous chance that 
Noah was innocent, and he couldn’t have that on his 
conscience. 


Noah was gorgeous, and he should be able to have anyone 
he wanted—there just wasn’t a big selection for him. And 
Dex wasn’t willing to be the one to initiate Noah into 
heartbreak. For all he knew, it’d be him instead of Noah who 
wound up hurt, because he could easily fall for him. 


“What’s wrong?” Noah asked as Dex took a couple of steps 
back. 


“Nothing. | was wondering if we had enough pecans. | don’t 
want you to go back home without what you need.” 


“Maybe what I need isn’t pecans.” 


Noah’s simple words sent a shaft of pain through Dex’s 
heart. There it was again, the opportunity to take action, to 
do what he wanted. Maybe this was his punishment for 
having been so free and easy with Colin’s affections in 
Pittsburgh. Goddamn it. 


Noah waited. He had no idea what had come over him, but 
he knew he couldn’t take it back. Wanting to kiss Dexter felt 
completely natural, like something he was born for. So why 
was Dexter just staring at him? 


He was the first to admit that he didn’t have experience in 
this sort of thing, but even he knew the two of them were 

attracted to each other. That fact had become quite clear 

the previous evening. 


When it appeared that Dexter wasn’t going to kiss him, 
Noah turned and reached for the two buckets. He held 
Dexter’s out and waited for the slightly older man to take it. 


Dexter reached for the bucket, but grabbed Noah’s wrist 
instead and pulled him against his chest. At the first touch 
of Dexter’s mouth on his, Noah dropped the buckets. He 
wrapped his arms around Dexter’s neck and opened his 
mouth for the questing tongue seeking entrance. 


When he felt Dexter’s hands running down his back to land 
on his ass, Noah couldn’t help but moan. It had been four 
years since he’d been kissed, and never by a man as sexy 
as Dexter. 


Noah’s cock hardened as he brushed the front of his jeans 
against Dexter. His hands continued up until they were 
buried in the thick dark hair he’d been dying to touch. The 
silky strands threaded through his fingers as he opened his 
mouth wider. 


When Dexter began to grind against Noah, he thought he 
might lose it. Fuck. Just the feel of another hard cock 
pressing against his was better than anything his own hand 
had been able to accomplish. 


He gasped in Dexter’s mouth when the older man started to 
unbutton his jeans. Dexter pulled out of the kiss and stared 
into Noah’s eyes, his lips brushing against Noah’s mouth 
when he spoke. 


“Can | touch you?” Dexter asked. 


“Yes.” The fact that they barely knew each other didn’t faze 
Noah in the least. He’d prayed long and hard for a man like 

Dexter Krispin to come to town, and Noah planned on taking 
advantage of the good-looking stud as long as he could. 


Noah’s jeans were barely unzipped before he felt a cool 
hand run down the length of his erection to cup his balls. His 


knees threatened to buckle as Dexter gave the sensitive sac 
a good squeeze. 


Noah’s hands scrambled to reciprocate, but evidently he 
wasn’t as skilled in undressing someone else. He worked 
several seconds to get Dexter’s button through the hole of 
the stiff denim with no luck. 


With a soft chuckle, Dexter gently removed Noah’s hands 
and unfastened his jeans, pulling them down to mid-thigh. 
When Dexter started to push Noah’s jeans down, Noah took 
the opportunity to look at another man’s cock for the first 
time outside a magazine. 


Noah’s breath hitched in his chest. He dropped to his knees 
and reached out to run his hand over the impressive 
erection. He traced a long vein with his finger as he watched 
a drop of pre-cum ooze from the slit on Dexter’s cockhead. 
“Beautiful,” he whispered. 


As if on automatic pilot, Noah leaned forward and caught 
the drop of fluid with his tongue. The action earned Noah a 
loud moan from Dexter. He gazed up into Dexter’s dark 
brown eyes as he licked the knob again. 


“You're killing me,” Dexter groaned as he buried his hands 
in Noah’s hair. 


Noah was caught in a bit of a situation. Although he’d never 
given a blowjob, he’d read about them, and had even seen 
a movie once where a guy had given one to another guy. 


He decided to go with his instincts and lapped at the head 
again, taking the time to swirl his tongue around the 
diameter. Noah’s cock began to beg for some attention of its 
own. He reached down and wrapped one hand around 


himself while using the other to squeeze the base of 
Dexter’s shaft as he continued to suck the crown. 


Dexter continued to stare down at him, his tanned skin 
flushed. Noah was in awe at the desire he thought he could 
see in Dexter’s expression. He began to pump Dexter’s cock 
like he usually did his own and completely covered the knob 
with his mouth. 


After a few moments, Dexter shook his head and pulled his 
cock out of Noah’s mouth. 


“Gonna come,” Dexter grunted. 


Noah didn’t understand why Dexter had pulled away. He 
tried once again to put the silky-skinned cock back into his 
mouth. 


“Noah. You can’t. It’s not safe,” Dexter warned. 


For a moment, Noah couldn’t figure out what Dexter was 
talking about. His confusion must’ve shown on his face, 
because Dexter reached down and cupped his cheek. 


“Never take someone’s cum into your body unless you know 
for a fact they’re safe,” Dexter explained. 


Safe? “| know you won’t hurt me.” 


Dexter sunk to his knees in front of Noah and kissed him. 
“You’ve never done this before, have you?” 


Noah shook his head from side to side. He’d never felt more 
like a country-bumpkin, than he did just then. “Doesn’t 
mean | haven’t wanted to though.” Noah noticed that not 
only had his erection deflated, but Dexter’s cock, still in his 
hand, had also gone flaccid. 


Dexter stood and helped Noah to his feet. “Let’s finish 
picking up your pecans while we talk.” 


Noah looked down at the spilled buckets of nuts. They were 
all over the place, kind of like his emotions. 


Chapter Three 


Psychology Major Realizes He’s The Deviant. Dex played the 
headlines of the previous moments through his writer’s 
mind. Wouldn’t that make a great opening for his thesis? His 
professors would laugh their asses off. He’d come to Kansas 
to write, not get laid. He certainly hadn’t shown up for a 
crash course in self-realization. 


He was supposed to be writing a paper on sexual triggers, 
what made people tick, not what blew Dexter Krispin’s own 
mind. 


Noah looked hurt, and Dex longed to take the young man 
back into his arms and comfort him, to assure him that he 
hadn’t done anything wrong. 


“Noah,” he began. “You were great—the problem is me.” 


“You said you weren’t safe. What does that mean?” Noah 
kept his eyes averted as he continued picking up the 
scattered pecans and dropping them into the buckets. 


“Not that kind of safe.” Dex took Noah’s hands. “Let’s sit 
down a moment. Please.” Noah looked up then, and the 
uncertainty in his eyes sliced through Dex like a knife. He 
could tell the younger man wasn’t afraid of him—hell, he 
could probably break Dex’s neck with only a couple of swift 
moves. He was really hurt, emotionally, and that was the 
last thing Dex wanted. 


Dex motioned for Noah to sit beside him on a fallen log that 
looked as if it'd been struck by lightning. “There are a lot of 
men and women who have what is called unsafe sex. That 
means that they don’t use condoms or anything to keep 
their bodily fluids from interacting with someone else’s. 
And...” Dex paused. He could tell that he’d already lost 
Noah. 


“| know what a condom is,” Noah said with a hint of 
defensiveness. 


“Sure. And you know what a condom does. If you’re with a 
woman, it keeps you from getting her pregnant.” Dex 
chuckled. “Well, it’s supposed to anyway. And if you’re with 
a man or a woman, it’s supposed to keep viruses from 
spreading.” 


“But you don’t look like you have a virus. And I know | don’t. 
| had a cold last month, but that’s about it.” Noah set his 
jaw. “Look, I’m not that stupid. | know what diseases can be 
spread. | know all of that.” 


Dex breathed more easily. “That’s all | was worried about. | 
get tested regularly, so | know I’m safe.” 


“But you don’t know about me. Is that it?” Noah asked 
pointedly. 


“Well, yeah.” Dex shifted uncomfortably on the log. Damn it, 
here he was again, feeling like the younger, the least 
experienced of the two. What was it about Noah that made 
him feel so damned unsure of himself? 


“Why test when you don’t have sex with anyone but 
yourself?” Noah asked quietly. 


Dex’s heart flipped over. That was why he always felt on 
pins and needles with the younger man. Noah’s innocence. 
His goddamned honesty and lack of guile. His 
straightforward words that came from his heart, not some 
calculated corner of his mind. Noah wasn't like Colin or any 
of the others he’d ever met. Noah wasn’t capable of plotting 
to hurt him or planning to trap him. Noah was Noah, the 
most dangerous man Dex could become involved with, 
because Noah had the ability to steal his heart. 


“You look like you just swallowed a June bug,” Noah said. 
Dex shook his head. “Not a bug, just a realization.” 

“So are we good?” Noah asked bluntly. 

“Always.” Dex stuck out his hand. “Shake?” 


“I'd rather pick up where we left off.” Noah blinked once, his 
long lashes brushing against his face. 


On any other man, the motion would have seemed flirty. On 
Noah, it was sweet, and once again, Dex got butterflies in 
his stomach just looking at him. 


Then he got an idea. “Noah, your first time should be 
amazing, memorable, wonderful. 


Let me make this special for you.” 
Noah frowned. “How?” 


“You said you needed to go into Dodge anyway. Tomorrow, 
right?” 


“Yeah, but...” 


“Let’s spend the night while we’re there.” 


Noah snorted. “Nah. I can’t leave Momma alone.” 


Dex wondered if the older woman was crippled or 
something. “She’d be okay for one night, surely. l'II bet Ruby 
would check on her if you asked.” 


“No!” 


Noah seemed agitated. His hands fidgeted. He then ran his 
fingers through his hair, and the look in his eyes was one of 
alarm, not just doubt. 


Dex watched the younger man’s chest as he took shallow 
breaths, almost as if he was afraid of something. Had Noah 
changed his mind? Was he suddenly unsure about being 
with him, or was it really that he hated leaving his mother 
overnight? 


“Look,” Dex insisted, “I promise nothing bad will happen to 
her. You’re leaving for most of the afternoon and evening 
anyway, right? It'd just be a few hours.” 


“l-I don’t know. | promised my dad I'd take care of her.” Dex 
tried one more time. “Just think about it. l'II go home, make 
some phone calls, see if there’s a good place for us to stay 
while we’re there. We can come home early the next 
morning if you like. That work?” 


“Could we get back before breakfast?” Noah asked. 


“Sure.” Now Dex was frustrated. All he wanted was to treat 
his friend to a night on the town, a great dinner, a nice place 
to stay. You'd think he’d never been away from home 
before. 


He was about to ask Noah when he’d last left Schicksal 
when Noah held up his hands. 


“Okay,” Noah said. “lIl do it. But we need to leave early so | 
can pick up what | need for Mr. Morgan, and then maybe we 
can grab some lunch and shop for your boots.” Dex had the 
feeling there was a ‘but’ hanging in there somewhere, so he 
quickly smiled and hugged his new friend. “Great. Leave the 
rest to me.” 
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Once he was back at his aunt’s, Dex plugged in his laptop 
and surfed the internet. The speed was ridiculously slow, 
because he had to work from his cell phone for access to 
the web, but he soon found what he needed. He phoned the 
bed and breakfast to make reservations, gave them his 
credit card information, then printed off a map. Noah might 
know where he was going, but Dex didn’t have a clue where 
anything was and didn’t like not having a roadmap of some 
sort. 


Pleased with himself, he lay back on his bed, thinking of the 
afternoon’s events. Noah was a virgin—so what? Dex hadn’t 
been with anyone that inexperienced since Colin, but Noah 
was different. He had all his marbles, for one thing. For 
another, he didn’t seem to have any unrealistic 
expectations. 


He heard his aunt’s voice calling him and decided to 
underplay the events he had planned. All she’d do, he 
figured, would be bitch at him about having sex with Noah, 
and if they spent the night, she had to know they’d be doing 
more than buying boots. 


Shit. He hated lying to her, but maybe one omission 
wouldn’t land him in hot water. He could simply phone her 
from Dodge and tell her that they’d decided to take ina 
movie and spend the night, which was possible. Anything 


other than just blurting out to her that, for the first time 
since arriving in Kansas, his heart felt light and happy. 


No. He wasn’t ready for anyone to rain on his parade. He’d 
been sad and miserable in Pennsylvania, what with the Colin 
trouble, and now was his chance...and Noah’s...for a little 
innocent fun. If they had sex, great. If not, the time spent 
with Noah wouldn’t be a loss, because Dex couldn’t help but 
care for him. 


“Hey, goddamnit.” Cora stood at his bedroom door, hands 
on her hips, her cordless phone pointed at him. “Didn’t you 
hear me calling you?” 


Dex lied. “No.” 
“Your sister is calling.” 


He leaned forward to take the phone as she came toward 
him. “Which one?” 


“The one who is most like you.” Cora gave a saccharin 
sneer. 


Dex laughed. “Would that be Heather, the bitch, or Kelly Jo, 
the queer?” 


“The bitch.” Cora handed him the phone and called out so 
the party on the other end could here. “Just fuckin’ with ya, 
Heather!” 

Dex sighed. “Hey, Bitch.” 

“Hey, Faggot.” 


He grinned. He and his sister had a weird relationship, but it 
was honest and comfortable. 


He’d have torn a new asshole on anyone who made her cry, 
and she’d have castrated anyone who dared refer to him in 
a derogatory manner. 


“What’s up?” he asked. 


“Christmas plans. | need to know if you'll be at Mom and 
Dad’s for Christmas.” Dex chuckled. “Why wouldn’t | be? | 
live in Pittsburgh.” 


“Aunt Cora told me you’re seeing someone, so | was kinda 
hoping...you know, that you were either going to come to 
your senses and cut the apron strings with Mom and Dad 
and move, or that you'd have a date if you came back 
home.” 


Dex flinched, as if he was being watched. Cora knew he and 
Noah had been together? 


Well, not that one could call it much, just a kiss and a grope. 


“PIL most likely be alone, but if | bring someone, you'll be 
the first to know.” 


“Good, because | hate it when someone shows up at the 
house and we're all exchanging presents and they don’t 
have one.” 


He smiled to himself. “Heather, you’re such a mom. You 
should be the one with half a dozen kids.” 


“Yeah, well, I’m working on it.” 


They chatted about her current love interest while he 
dodged her questions about his. It was nice having a sister 
who gave a rat’s ass what happened to him, what he 
thought, and did. 


When they hung up, he suddenly felt sorry for Noah. Poor 
fellow had no one but his mother. Dex couldn’t imagine. He 
rolled his head to stretch the muscles and get his neck to 


Pop. 


He should be relaxed, with no tension, but something about 
Noah worried him, and he couldn’t put his finger on the 
problem. 
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It took Noah several hours to crack and extract the meat 
from the pecans. By the time he had them delivered and 
returned to the house, his momma was sound asleep. He 
looked in the fridge hoping to see that she’d at least had 
something to eat. Everything appeared to be just as he’d 
left it the previous evening when he’d made the batch of 
fresh fried chicken. 


He pulled out the foil-covered plate of leftovers and set it on 
the kitchen table before taking a seat. Noah knew he 
needed to do something about his mom, but without her 
cooperation, his hands were tied. It was almost like she 
decided life wasn’t worth living without her husband. Noah 
refused to voice those concerns to his mom. The one time 
he’d dared to confront her about her depression, it had 
turned into a major fight, the only one he’d ever really had 
with her. 


Noah pushed the depressing thoughts to the back of his 
mind and concentrated on his late dinner. 


Drumstick in hand, he bit off a chunk of the cold meat 
before getting back up to pour himself a glass of ice cold 
milk. He felt guilty that he hadn’t been home to eat with his 
mom. She was alone in the house every day. Noah hated 


that it had to be that way, but what else was he supposed to 
do. 


He went over the proposed events of the following day in his 
mind. No way could he tell his momma he was going to 
Dodge City with Dexter, especially since they’d planned to 
spend the night. His momma was a wonderful woman, but 
tolerant toward anyone different, she wasn’t. 


Noah always knew his sexuality would have to remain a 
secret. He just didn’t count on it becoming an issue in 
Schicksal. There were a few people in town who knew his 
preference, like Ruby. She wouldn’t have cared if he liked 
farm animals. Ruby was a truly good and open soul. 


The few that he’d told kept his secret close to the vest 
because they all knew what Momma would say if she found 
out. Noah set the remains of the chicken leg on a napkin 
and reached for the remaining breast. 


How many times had Ruby told him he needed to leave 
Schicksal and go back to college? 


He loved Ruby like a second mother, but there was no way 
he could leave town, especially now, with Momma’s health 
deteriorating. Although Ruby often asked about his mom, 
Noah knew the woman didn’t approve of Momma’s stance 
on things pertaining to homosexuals and people of a 
different color. 


He stood and retrieved the last of the banana cream pie. It 

was the very reason he chose to bring home the pie instead 
of taking Momma into town to eat. It was just the way things 
were and no amount of talk or worry was going to change it. 


Noah finished up the last of the pie and carried the pie plate 
to the sink. He gave the sturdy tin pan a good wash before 


setting it in the drain rack. A scratching at the door got his 
attention. 


“| wondered where you were,” he said as he opened the 
door to admit Barley. The medium-sized dog jumped up to 
put his paws on Noah’s chest. Shaking his head, Noah 
laughed. 


“You smell the chicken on my breath? Sorry, buddy, | refuse 
to give you a taste of chicken. 


Before we know it, you'd be chasing the ones we need for 
eggs.” Noah checked Barley’s food bowl before turning in. 
He was surprised to find it still full. 


“What? You’re not eating either?” He gave Barley several 
scratches behind the ears before turning off the light and 
heading down the hall. 


He stopped by his mom’s room and quietly opened the door. 
Although the room was too dark to see anything, he could 
picture his momma sleeping on her side or stomach. He 
could remember his dad teasing her mercilessly about her 
snoring. His momma would always cross her arms and stick 
up her nose, saying something like, “If it bothers you so 
much, sleep on the couch.” They’d finally worked out that if 
she slept on her side or stomach, she didn’t snore. 


As he stood in the darkened hallway peering into the equally 
dark bedroom, he didn’t hear a thing. Yep, stomach most 
likely. He stepped back and shut the door, careful not to 
wake her. 


By the time Noah made it to his room, Barkley was either 
finished or had once again turned his nose up at the dry dog 
food. “Oh, you’re gonna sleep with me tonight, huh? Well, 
no stealing the covers this time.” 


After a trip to the bathroom to empty his bladder and wash 
up, he crawled into bed wearing just his underwear. He 
settled in and closed his eyes, one hand on his dog, while 
the other found its way to his cock. 


Noah ran his fingers up the length of his hardening shaft as 
he thought about holding Dexter’s cock earlier that day. 
God, he’d loved the taste of the older man’s pre-cum. 


Memories of Dexter had Noah’s cock stiff in no time. He 
moved both hands under the covers and took off his 
underwear. He grasped his cock and fantasized it was 
Dexter’s hand touching him, reaching down with the other 
hand to tickle at his balls and hole. 


“Yes,” he whispered into the quiet darkness of his room. 


People who knew him would be absolutely shocked at 
Noah’s private bedroom play. He enjoyed touching himself 
and did it often, but now he had a face to picture as he spat 
on his hand and began manipulating his hole. 


He only made it to two fingers before he tipped himself over 
the edge. As usual, he was careful not to get his cum on the 
bedding. Even though he did the laundry, it wasn’t worth 
taking the chance that his mom would find out what he’d 
been doing. He’d often wondered what it would be like to 
touch and play with himself openly. He’d only ever done it 
under the covers at night. Even trying to jack off in the 
shower made him uncomfortable. His mom had never 
walked into the bathroom while he was showering, but he 
sometimes made noises, and what if he missed a spot of 
spooge on the tiles? No, jacking in bed once his momma 
went to sleep was the only way. 


He reached for his underwear and cleaned up the cooling 
cum from his cock and chest. 


After wiping his hands, he tossed the soiled garment toward 
his laundry basket in the corner of his room. 


Maybe he’d get lucky and have dreams about Dexter. Shit. 
Maybe he shouldn’t have tossed his wiping rag away so 
quickly. 
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Noah was up early the following morning. He’d had a hard 
time sleeping just knowing he’d be spending the day with 
Dexter. After a quick shower and shave, he dressed in one of 
his newer pair of jeans and a light-weight cotton plaid shirt. 


He tip-toed past his momma’s room to the small storage 
room off the kitchen and retrieved an old duffle bag. Noah 
had just started to throw a clean set of clothes into the bag 
when he heard his mom calling his name. Damn. 


Well, he knew he was going to have to tell her eventually. 
He added another change of clothes, in case Dexter was 
planning to go out to eat, before going to check on his mom. 


“Good morning,” he greeted as he opened her door. 
“Why’re you up so early?” 


Noah shifted from foot to foot. “I’m going into Dodge City 
later. | thought I’d get up early to get all the chores done so 
you wouldn’t have to worry about them.” Not that she would 
anyway. 


When his mom didn’t say anything, Noah moved forward 
and sat on the edge of the bed. 


“I’m planning to spend the night in Dodge, but I'll be back 
before breakfast in the morning.” 


“Why do you need to stay the night? What am | supposed to 
do here all by myself?” Thinking fast, Noah tried to explain. 
“Well, I've got a lot of stuff to take care of for Mr. 


Moody, and | thought I’d also like to go see a movie while 
I’m there. It’s been years since I’ve even been to a theater. 
By the time the movie gets out it’ll be really late, so | 
figured I’d stay and come back at first light.” 


“You just don’t want to be around me, admit it.” 


Noah sighed. “That’s not it, Momma. It’s just that | wanna 
have a little bit of fun. You’re asleep most days by the time | 
get home from work anyway. I’m only asking for one night.” 


“Sure. One night turns into two and before you know it, 
you'll be talking about moving away from home again.” 


Noah bit the inside of his cheek. The last thing he wanted 
was an argument about his decision, four years earlier, to 
attend college. “I’m here, Momma. You let me know you 
needed me home, and I came. Please. Let me do this.” 


His mom rolled away from him. “Do what you want, you 
always have anyway.” Noah rubbed his eyes. He knew there 
was no use going any further with the discussion when she 
got like this. He stood and started for the door. The picture 
of his dad on top of the dresser caught his attention. Was it 
his imagination, or did he look disappointed in him, too? 


Sorry, Dad. 


On the way back to his bedroom, he stopped off in the 
bathroom and retrieved his shaving stuff and toothbrush, 
the final conversation with his dad echoing through his 
mind. 


“It'll be up to you to take care of your momma, son.” 
“I will.” 


“I know it won't be easy, but underneath it all, she’s a damn 
good woman, and she’s been a good mother to you. 
Remember that when she tries your patience.” 


“I will, dad.” 
“I’m counting on you.” 
“| know.” 


Noah zipped the duffle and slung it over his shoulder. He 
passed his mom’s room with a heavy conscience. 


After loading his bag in the truck, he went back into the 
house to make sure there was enough food in the 
refrigerator to get his mom through the day. He filled 
Barley’s food and water bowls and carried them out to the 
porch. 


With his trusty dog by his side, Noah unlocked the barn and 
began his morning chores. 


He hated to leave Barley outside all day and night, but he 
couldn’t count on Momma to let him out to relieve himself. 


With a large bucket of grain in hand, he stopped and studied 
the sky. “You should be okay, boy. If it does start to rain, you 
can always settle in on the porch or under it.” Dang. Now 
even leaving Barley for the day was making him feel guilty. 


Noah pushed those thoughts away. He deserved this, and by 
God, he was going to grab every scrap of life he could live 
over the coming twenty-four hours. 
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By the time Noah finished his chores and headed for town, a 
case of nerves had landed squarely in his gut. He wiped his 
sweaty hands on his jeans. What would it be like to spend 
the night with another man? 


Would they sleep together after making love, or would 
Dexter expect him to get up and go to another bed? 


Naw. Dexter seemed like the kind of man who enjoyed being 
touched, at least Noah was hoping so. He had a lifetime of 
touching to do in a short amount of time. 


Noah had no illusions of ever-lasting love when it came to 
Dexter. Not only was the man educated, but he was more a 
city guy than anyone Noah had ever met. Even if feelings 
were to develop between them, it couldn’t go any further 
than the Dodge City limits. 


One night. Noah knew he’d only have one night to spend 
with Dexter. Of course they may be able to engage in sexual 
activities out in the woods or something back home, but he 
knew in his heart he’d never again get to sleep side-by-side 
with the man, or any man for that matter. 


While some people might think it put too much pressure on 
a single night, Noah took it as an opportunity to drop his 
reserves and live in the moment. He hoped Dexter felt the 
same way. 


Chapter Four 


“You sure you don’t want to take my car?” Cora asked Dex, 
setting down her empty coffee cup and wiping her lips with 
her napkin. She looked about the diner and grabbed her 

purse. “That old clunker of Noah’s may not make it without 


breaking down.” He shooed her away. “Go be a mayor. I’m 
sure Noah would have said something if he thought his truck 
wasn’t up for the trip. Besides, it’s only a little over an hour 
from Kismet to Dodge, and we’re five miles into the trip 
from here anyway.” Cora chuckled. “How’d you get so savvy 
about southwestern Kansas?” Dex tapped his head with a 
forefinger. “Internet. It’s slow, but it does work here.” She 
rose, leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Behave yourself. l'Il 
see you for Supper or whenever you get in.” She looked at 
the overnight bag he’d tucked under his seat. 


Dex felt guilty. Knowing Cora, she’d probably already figured 
out he wouldn’t be home, but if she had, she kept silent. 
He’d smuggled the clothing into the car, thinking she hadn’t 
noticed. Maybe he was wrong. He watched her as she left 
the restaurant. 


Ruby came to his table. “More coffee?” 


“Please.” He pushed the cup closer so she wouldn’t have to 
lean over him for it. “Say. 


You wouldn’t mind checking on Mrs. Stoffel for Noah this 
evening, would you?” Ruby looked at him as if he had two 
heads. “I don’t understand.” 


“You know. Just drop by to make sure she eats Supper or 
something. Noah seems to be worried about her. We’re 
headed to Dodge to pick up some things for the guy who 
owns the hardware store and to shop for some boots.” He 
held out his loafer-clad right foot. 


Ruby still had a perplexed expression. “Honey, are you 
trying to be funny?” Now Dex was the one frowning. “If it’d 
be an imposition, don’t bother. I’m just trying to ease Noah’s 
mind. Doesn’t seem like he’s left her alone very often. | 
thought perhaps we'd take in a movie, make an evening of 


things once we get our shopping done. In case we're late 
getting back...” 


Ruby tossed a dishtowel on the table and set the coffee pot 
on it. “You really don’t know, do you?” 


Before he could respond, she grabbed the coffee pot and 
dishtowel, and Dex heard the jangle of the bells attached to 
the diner’s door. When he looked up, he saw Noah coming 
inside. 


“Hey, Noah.” Ruby gave Dex a stern stare and whispered, 
“Don’t mention this to Noah, ya hear? It’d only upset him.” 


Dex blinked and sat back in his seat. What the fuck? Was 
Noah’s mom some kind of recluse who didn’t like company? 


Ruby sauntered up to Noah as he walked toward Dex’s 
booth. “I hear you boys are going to Dodge.” She peered out 
one of the big glass windows overlooking the street. “Looks 
like pretty weather for a drive.” She bumped one ample hip 
against Noah’s bonier one, teasing him. 


“You boys don’t do anything | wouldn’t do while you’re 
gone.” Then she looked from Noah to Dex and back again, 
smiling broadly. “And have a good time, Noah. You deserve 
to get out once in a while.” 


Noah sat across from Dex. “Hi.” 


Dex leaned forward, shaking off the feeling that he’d 
somehow nearly made a mistake. 


“I’m all packed, ready to go. You?” 


“Yep. Have an old duffle bag in the back of the truck.” Noah 
grinned. “I thought maybe we’d take the long way getting 


there, drive up through Garden City then down to Dodge. 
That okay?” 


Shit. Dex liked having a plan, and a detour would throw him 
off kilter. He had no idea where Garden City was. He sucked 
in a deep breath and nodded, though. “Sure. What do we 
need to do there?” 


Noah just cocked an eyebrow and waggled it. “You'll see.” 
Dex paid his tab and grabbed his bag. Mixed emotions made 
him jittery, and he wished he had a thermos of coffee to go 
to help steady his nerves during the trip, which could take 
God knew how long now that they weren't following his 
Original plan. 


Maybe that was a lesson he needed to learn—how to simply 
let go. Every day spent in Kansas had taught him that he 
wasn’t in familiar territory, and that everything from the 
weather to whatever he had on his agenda could change 
within the blink of an eye. He’d lived by a date book 
schedule of events for so long, though, that flying by the 
seat of his pants was nerve-wracking, even in the middle of 
nowhere. 


Noah started the truck’s engine and threw the gear into 
reverse. As he backed out, he glanced at Dex. “Relax. We'll 
get there soon enough.” 
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The drive north was through unfamiliar territory for Dex, but 
he enjoyed the time spent with Noah. After Ruby’s odd 
behavior, he decided not to bring up anything that might 
make Noah uncomfortable, so he didn’t ask about his mom, 
didn’t question where they were going, and didn’t talk about 
anything that had seemed to upset Noah in the past, like 
college, his dad, cemeteries, or being a virgin. 


They chatted about everything from Noah’s dog to life on 
the farm, the odd jobs Noah did around town, and Dex’s life 
in Pittsburgh. He decided it might be better not to talk about 
past relationships, especially the one with Colin that had 
been so scary. 


The time passed so quickly that the hour or so the drive 
took was over before Dex realized they were in a much 
larger town than Schicksal. He looked at the scenery, which 
didn’t amount to much, and wondered what Noah’s mission 
was. Then he spied a familiar sign and was about to point 
and ask Noah to stop when the truck headed straight for it. 


“Starbucks!” Dex exclaimed excitedly. 


Noah laughed. “Your aunt told me you’d been missing out 
on your favorite coffee and frap-something.” 


Dex laughed. “Mocha Frappuccinos. Oh, man, you haven’t 
lived until you’ve had one.” 


“| don’t drink coffee much,” Noah admitted. “Just what | get 
at Ruby’s. Mom doesn’t drink the stuff, so it doesn’t make 
sense for me to buy it for the house.” 


“Well, this is my treat,” Dex said. “Pull through the drive- 
through, and I'll tell you what to order.” 


Noah obliged but frowned when he studied the outdoors 
menu. “Kinda pricey.” 


“Worth it,” Dex told him then gave him the order. 


Before long, they were back on the highway, headed for 
Dodge City, and Dex had his favorite drink in his hands and 
two bags of his favorite ground coffees between them on 


the bench seat. “l'Il send you home with some of this once 
we’re back in Schicksal. What kind of word is that anyway?” 


“German,” Noah said. “It means Kismet, but that name was 
already taken, and a wagon train full of Germans had 
stopped off about where Ruby’s diner is. The folks didn’t 
want to move into Kismet but liked the name, only they 
liked theirs better, | guess.” 


“Ah.” Dex took a long draw of his frap and sighed. “Color me 
happy. What made you think of this?” 


“Your aunt. | asked her what you missed about Pittsburgh. 
Thought maybe I’d give you a reason to stay a little longer.” 
The younger man blushed. 


Dex reached over and placed a hand on Noah’s thigh. “I 
don’t need any other reason for hanging around than you, 
but | appreciate it. You have no idea how I’ve missed my 
coffees.” He laughed. 


Noah cleared his throat. He seemed nervous. “You miss 
anything else about home?” Dex nodded. “I miss my family. 
They’re loud and boisterous, and they drive me nuts 
sometimes, but we’re all pretty close.” He named them in 
order for Noah. “My oldest sister, Gretchen, is a psychologist 
like my folks, and she shares a practice with them in 
Pittsburgh. 


Larry’s an electrical engineer with a wife and six kids of his 
own.” 


“Six?” Noah shouted. 


“Yep. Then there’s Heather, who teaches history at a small 
university in Wisconsin. I’m next. Then there’s Kelly Jo and 
her partner, Sharon. They live in Tuscon and are trying to 


adopt a baby. They call me almost every day to make sure 
l'Il be home for the holidays.” Noah seemed to be mulling all 
of the information over. “So where are we going after we hit 
Dodge and | pick up what | need for Mr. Moody?” 


“It’s a bed and breakfast across the street from Boot Hill.” 
Dex omitted the word cemetery. According to the brochure 
he found online, the room he’d booked overlooked Boot Hill 
Cemetery, which was part of a museum on Front Street. He 
silently cursed himself. He’d wanted to do the tourist thing, 
buy jeans and boots, maybe a cowboy hat, see part of the 
Wild West he’d read about in books as a kid. 


He watched Noah to see if he’d flinch at the mention of Boot 
Hill. Relieved when he didn’t see a response, Dex sighed. 
Whatever Noah’s secrets, there was some aversion to 
cemeteries, and Dex needed to respect that. The 
psychology major in him wanted to probe, though, to find 
out why something so ordinary as a cemetery would be so 
repulsive for Noah. 


Maybe it had to do with his father’s death. Dex wondered 
how often Noah even visited his father’s grave. The guy 
could have been an asshole, for all he knew, and Noah and 
his mother might not have felt the need to decorate the 
grave or pay their respects. For some people, dead meant 
gone forever and no need to bring it up again. 


“Do you know where you’re going once we're there?” Dex 
asked nonchalantly. 


“Yep.” Noah checked his watch. “First | have to run by and 
pick up the parts Mr. Moody ordered for Josh Taylor, then 
over to the feed lot to get the special organic feed Mr. 
Moody stocks in the back for old man Johnson. After that, we 


can go to either Village Square Mall or one of the shoe 
stores to look for you some boots.” 


“The mall,” Dex suggested, thinking surely there would be a 
place there to eat, maybe somewhere to look at shirts and 
jeans. 


He congratulated himself on having booked a room for the 
two of them, and he hoped Noah could relax long enough to 
enjoy their stay. The younger man might want to back out 
when it came down to sleeping arrangements or anything 
remotely intimate, but at least Dex had seen to it that 
they’d have privacy and maybe some fun. 
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Noah pulled his battered truck into the salvage yard. “This 
shouldn'’t take long. 


Hopefully, they have the parts ready.” 
Dexter looked around. “What are you picking up again?” 


“Just some used parts for an old John Deer combine. Josh 
could’ve come into Dodge and picked them up himself, but 
he’s a loyal customer of Mr. Moody, so he gave him the 
business.” 


“Wow. It’s not often you see someone paying more for 
something than what they need to,” Dexter commented. 


Noah shrugged and opened the door. “Folks in small towns 
look after each other. It’s the only way for a community out 
here to survive.” 


Dexter nodded. “lIl wait here if you don’t mind.” 


Noah grinned at the expression on Dexter’s face. It didn’t 
appear that Dexter had ever been to a salvage yard. He 
started toward the rundown building, skirting the rusted 
junk in his path. The man who owned the yard had been in 
business longer than Noah had even been alive. 


Noah doubted the man even remembered half of what he 
had within the tall security fence. 


Out of nowhere, a dog leaped toward him, his powerful jaws 
barely missing Noah’s arm. 


He jumped out of the way, prepared for a fight, when he 
saw the thick chain holding the dog out of reach. 


Noah put a hand to his chest and regarded the dog. 
“Dammit, Sarge, you do that to me every time.” 


The Rottweiler sat back on his haunches, looking particularly 
pleased with himself. Noah narrowed his eyes at the dog 
before glancing over his shoulder. He hoped Dexter hadn’t 
seen him jump like a frightened school girl. 


Noah could see Dexter’s face in the rearview mirror. The 
good-looking man must’ve turned the radio on because it 
appeared he was singing along. The thought of Dexter 
finding anything on the area stations he could sing to 
boggled Noah’s mind. 


He turned back around and bypassed Sarge on the way into 
the office. He found Mr. 


Halleran behind the counter sound asleep. 


Noah shut the front door more forcefully than was needed to 
avoid embarrassing the old guy. 


Mr. Halleran gave a slight jump and opened his eyes. “It’s 
about time you got here, young man.” 


“Sorry, sir, | got here as fast as | could. Do you have the 
parts ready?” With a slightly confused look on his leathered, 
wrinkled skin, Mr. Halleran scratched his balding head and 
looked around the small office. “I thought I did, but now | 
don’t see ’em.” Noah gave an inward sigh. He should’ve 
known better than to expect the parts would be ready. Mr. 
Halleran was too old to go traipsing around the yard pulling 
pieces off old equipment. 


Normally he’d engage the old man in small talk as he 
pretended to look around before finally going outside and 
removing the parts himself. This wasn’t the time for any of 
that. 


“If you'll tell me where the combine is, l'Il go check to see if 
they’ve been pulled off already,” Noah offered. 


Mr. Halleran’s hand moved down to scratch across his bristly 
cheek. “Well, should be in the back right-hand side of the 
yard. You need my help?” 


“No, sir. Could | borrow your toolbox though?” 


The old man pointed to the rusted red box beside the front 
door. “Help yourself.” 


“Thanks.” Noah walked over and retrieved the box before 
leaving the office. He wasn’t sure why he’d thanked Mr. 
Halleran, other than that’s how he was raised. 


Before going deeper into the yard, he set the toolbox down 
and approached the pickup. 


“Sorry. It’s gonna take longer than | thought. Mr. Halleran 
didn’t have the parts pulled off the combine, so I'll have to 
do it.” 


Dexter grinned. “You need help?” 


“Not help, but | could use your company if you’re 
interested.” Dexter slid out of the passenger seat with a 
devilish smile. “Oh, I think you know I’m interested.” 
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Dex hadn’t a clue what a combine did, much less how it 
worked. It fascinated him to see how something so large 
and complicated-looking was pretty much like a toy in 
Noah’s capable hands. A twist here and a turn there, and 
soon Noah seemed to have disassembled something he 
needed. 


“Where did you learn how to do that?” Dex asked. 


Noah grinned sheepishly. “I dunno. Probably from my dad 
and other farmers. Been doin’ 


this since | was a kid.” 
“You're joking.” 


“Nope. Colder months were for going to school, warmer 
ones for helping earn a living. 


Didn’t have a choice if something broke. Fixed it ourselves 
or planned on starving, because the crops don’t harvest 
themselves.” 


Dex wasn’t about to ask what the hell a combine was used 
for, but he filed the word harvest in his brain. He watched 


Noah’s handsome face as the younger man stood and 
dusted off his hands, smearing a slash of grease across one 
jean-clad leg. 


“Damn.” Noah’s voice was calm but decidedly grim. 
“Another pair probably ruined.” 


“Good.” Dex placed his hands on his hips and eyed Noah. 
“What’s good about it?” 


“That means shopping, man. I’ve wanted to spend money 
ever since | got here and felt stupid just buying for myself.” 


Noah shook his head. “No. | can’t let you do that.” 


“My pleasure,” Dex said. “Are you kidding? What’s the fun in 
having money if you can’t spend it on your friends now and 
then?” 


It was obvious the concept of shopping for pleasure was 
foreign to Noah. Dex’s heart swelled with a painful 
realization that he and everyone he knew back home were 
probably shallow as teacups to Noah and his ilk. Not that he 
was related to the Rockefellers, but his family had never 
worried about buying what they wanted, much less what 
they needed. 


“Noah,” Dex said softly, coming to stand in front of his 
friend. “Do me a favor?” 


“If | can. Sure.” 


“Let me spoil you today and tonight. | mean it. | don’t have 
the pleasure of giving often enough. Don’t rob me of this.” 


An odd look in Noah’s eyes made Dex wonder if he’d 
offended him. Noah looked almost fearful. 


“Why would you want to do that?” he asked. 


“Because right now | just want to hold you and—don’t laugh 
—cuddle you—and treat you to some things | doubt you’d 
ever get for yourself. | want to see you smile, because you 
have one of the most beautiful faces I’ve ever seen, and you 
don’t smile often enough.” Noah seemed to be processing 
Dex’s outburst. He looked confused but pleased. Dex waited 
patiently, but it was agonizing, wondering if he’d said the 
wrong thing. Soon the corners of Noah’s lips twitched ever 
so slightly. 


Dex leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. “Does that 
mean yes?” 


“I’m not sure. I’ve never been courted before,” Noah said 
with a small laugh. “And that’s what this feels like.” 


Dex burst into laughter. “Good. Let the courting begin.” 
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Noah had never been to Disneyland, but he’d gone to an 
amusement park once, and he had the same feeling he’d 
had as a boy about to get on a roller coaster. Thrilled one 
second, scared the next, but still looking forward to the dips 
and turns, the moments that made his heart race. 


He’d also never been shopping for anything other than 
school or work clothes, so the jeans Dex had him try on 
unnerved him. These weren’t the sturdy, gotta-wear-em-all- 
year denims his folks had purchased for him, and they 
certainly weren’t the loose-fitting work pants he’d bought 
himself. 


“They’re kinda tight.” He shifted his cock and balls, 
wondering if the inseam wasn’t off on them. 


“They're supposed to show off that tight little ass,” Dex 
teased. He smoothed the front of them. 


“You're not helping matters,” Noah said gruffly, feeling his 
cock swell. He looked around to see if anyone had noticed 
them in front of the big mirror. 


Dex chuckled. “Oh, relax. Nobody’s watching.” He picked up 
the two cowboy hats he’d snagged on their way to the 
dressing room. “Try this.” He placed one hat on Noah’s head 
and the other on his own. 


Noah couldn’t help but smile at his reflection. “I look like a 
rooster.” 


“A what?” Dex peered at him. 


“You know, a cocky bastard, what we call a rooster in these 
parts. Someone who struts his stuff and thinks all the chicks 
are gonna follow him anywhere.” Dex cocked the hat at a 
Slight angle. “Now, that’s what I’m talkin’ about.” Noah 
sighed. “You’re crazy. This hat has to be a couple hundred 
bucks.” 


“Let me worry about it.” Dex stood beside him, seemingly 
intent on seeing what the two of them looked like as a 
couple. 


“But you don’t worry—that’s what’s scary. You could be head 
over heels in debt before you know it, because you never 
look at how much things cost. You just say ‘lIl take it’.” 
Noah turned his head from side to side. He did like the way 
the hat looked on him. 


“Well, get ready for it, because the jackets are next.” Dex 
took off for another part of the store before Noah could open 
his mouth to protest. 


“Crazy fool.” He hitched his thumbs in his pants and 

admired himself. He felt like a million bucks, but who’d ever 
see him other than Dex? Would he have the nerve to wear a 
pair of tight-ass jeans like that into town once he was home? 


Dex ran back toward him, beaming and carrying another 
armload of clothes. This time he also had belts and gloves. 
He tossed everything but two jackets in a heap beside Noah. 
“Okay, | guessed your size as far as the belts and gloves, 
but you need to try on the jacket. Don’t argue!” Noah knew 
he had no choice. Dex would have snapped up all of it and 
run to the store clerk and slapped his credit card beside the 
cash register whether he could wear them or not. 


Might as well do as he asked. 


Damn Dex was a shoppin’ fool, but he sure knew how to 
pick out what looked good. 


Minutes later, Noah stared at the two of them in the mirror 
and barely recognized himself. He looked like somebody Dex 
might hang out with, a good friend, maybe even a lover. 


Noah felt a lump rise in his throat. He was overcome with 
emotion, not because of the things but because of the man 
standing next to him. What if he never saw him again once 
Dex went back to Pennsylvania? 


He pulled off the hat and stared into Dex’s mischievous dark 
eyes. Well, it'd be fun while it lasted. He didn’t give a damn 
if anyone saw them or not. He leaned forward and hugged 
Dex. 


“| need a shower,” Noah whispered in Dex’s ear, his voice 
breaking slightly. 


“You tired?” 


“A bit. Mind if we go check-in now, maybe grab some grub 
on the way?” Dex shook his head. “Not at all.” 


Chapter Five 


“| have a better idea,” Dex said when Noah stripped to get 
into the shower. He took off his own clothes and piled them 
on the sink in the hotel bathroom. 


The look in Noah’s eyes was priceless. Dex couldn’t help but 
grin. “Go on—you first.” He waited until Noah was inside the 
shower before he followed him. 


It was obvious Noah had never showered with another man, 
and Dex couldn’t resist taking his time with the younger 
man. He gently nudged Noah beneath the spray and stuck 
his own head where it would get soaked. Grinning, he 
grabbed the soap and quirked an eyebrow teasinglly. 


Noah was gorgeous, with muscles that had developed nicely 
over the years. Thick column of neck, broad shoulders and 
back, strong arms. Dex took his time soaping him and 
running the washcloth over Noah’s body. 


“You are amazing,” Dex said breathily. He lathered Noah’s 
arms from bicep to forearm then down his wrists. When he 
got to Noah’s hands, he locked his fingers with Noah’s and 
leaned toward him for a kiss. 


The kiss was soft and sweet, yet strong, and decidedly 
delicious. Noah's lips parted, and Dex’s tongue slipped 


inside to savor Noah’s mouth. He closed his eyes, loving the 
feel of Noah’s taut, smooth body against his. 


“Mmm.” Dex opened his eyes. “You taste good.” 


Noah’s Adam’s apple bobbed, and he seemed to have lost 
his voice. Dex laughed and continued washing him, his 
hands traveling to Noah’s back. 


“Turn around.” 


Noah obliged, and Dex soaped his shoulders, back, 
buttocks, his hands continually roaming, reveling in the feel 
of tense muscles that seemed to expand beneath his touch. 


“That feels nice,” Noah finally said. 


“FIL show you nice,” Dex said. He slipped smoothly against 
his friend, their bodies now melting into one another in the 
shower’s spray. Steam gathered all around them, and Dex’s 
hands moved from Noah’s back to his torso, rubbing the 
corded muscles of a flat, washboard stomach and abs. 


Lower, lower, Dex’s fingers massaged the softer stomach 
tissue and found their way to the crisp hairs, softened with 
soap, beneath Noah’s belly button. Noah’s body jerked, but 
Dex could tell it was an involuntary reaction. Noah’s cock 
sprang up, bumping Dex’s hand. 


“Oh, Lordy.” Noah tilted his head until their faces were side 
by side. 


Dex kissed his cheek and continued his soapy massage. “l 
want to feel that magnificent cock inside me, Noah. | want 
to taste it.” 


He kissed Noah’s neck several times, then turned Noah back 
around and dropped to his knees, water cascading warmly 
across his back as his mouth found Noah’s shaft. 


Noah backed up as far as the shower wall would allow. “l 
thought you said not to, that it wasn’t safe.” 


Dex looked up. “You’re not coming yet. | won’t let you,” he 
said with a laugh. 


“You may not have a choice,” Noah commented, pressing 
his ass and back against the shower stall as Dex leaned 
further and slid his mouth smoothly over Noah’s cock. 


Noah groaned this time, the sound a guttural cry, followed 
by a whimper. Dex’s tongue stroked the seam running from 
the base of Noah’s shaft to the tip, over and over, as Noah 
plastered his hands against the shower wall, bracing 
himself. 


Dex’s hands cupped Noah’s ass, holding him still, keeping 
him from slipping as he writhed. Then his fingers crept 
toward Noah’s hole, moving, probing, opening. Noah’s 
engorged cock flared within Dex’s mouth, and he pulled 
away just as a stream of cum shot forth. 


Dex worked two fingers inside Noah’s hole and licked his 
partner’s balls, feeling them swell as Noah came again, this 
time more forcefully. 


“Damn, buddy,” Dex said. “You must’ve been holding back 
for some time.” Noah slumped forward, gripping Dex’s 
Shoulders. “How? How did you...?” Dex laughed and hugged 
Noah’s hips. Then he cupped water and washed his friend. 
He then stood and stuck his head under the showerhead 
again, this time nudging Noah aside. “My turn. Care to wash 
my back?” 
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After drying off, Noah hung the towel on the bar above the 
toilet. Dexter appeared shocked that he hadn’t wrapped the 
white terrycloth around his waist, but Noah figured why 
bother. 


“Should we go ahead and get dressed?” he asked. 


Dexter hung his towel beside Noah’s. Dang. Dexter's body 
had Noah’s threatening to respond, despite coming only a 
few moments earlier. How in heaven’s name had he gotten 
so lucky? He’d had dreams of numerous men in his lifetime, 
but none of them had even come close to looking as hot as 
Dexter. 


“Doesn't matter to me,” Dexter replied as he wrapped his 
arms around Noah. 


Noah swallowed, feeling the rub of his new lover’s cock 
against his. He held on to Dexter as tight as he could to 
keep his hands from shaking. It was a case of nerves, pure 
and simple, but not for the reason he’d have thought. 


For years he’d dreamed of the day he’d lose his virginity. 
He’d just never expected it to be with a man like Dexter. 
How could he possibly sleep with him and not fall in love? 
He was already eighty percent there, and they’d done 
nothing but share kisses and give each other blowjobs. 


“My throat’s dry. Is there a pop machine around here?” he 
asked. 


Dexter leaned back enough to kiss him, tongue going deep 
like he was trying his best to lubricate Noah’s throat. 
Although the kiss did nothing for his parched condition, it 
sure as hell made his nerves take a backseat to his erection. 


Damn, I’m in trouble. Noah gave as good as he got, and 
within seconds he was grinding against Dexter. 


Dexter broke their lip-lock first. “If we don’t get out of here, 
we'll never make it to dinner.” 


“We could always order room service?” Noah suggested as 
he sucked Dexter’s earlobe. 


Dexter moaned, but pulled back. “Maybe I'd like to show off 
my boyfriend in his sexy new clothes.” 


Noah’s mouth opened and closed several times before he 
could speak. “I’m your boyfriend?” 


Dexter’s head cocked to the side. “Sure, at least | thought 
you were.” Noah’s heart skipped a beat. “Yeah. | mean | 
don’t know. I’ve never had a boyfriend. | know | like you a 
lot, and | don’t wanna think about you going back to 
Pittsburgh.” Noah rubbed the back of his neck. “I know I’m 
surely coming off as a damn fool. | just don’t know what that 
word means really.” 


Dexter threaded his fingers through Noah’s and led him 
over to the closet where they’d hung his new clothes. He 
took one of Noah’s new shirts off its hangar and handed it to 
him. “A boyfriend is someone you go out with, kiss, make 
love to. He’s there when you need someone to talk to. He 
can make you smile when no one else can, and he can make 
you cry like no one else has. That’s the tricky part for us.” 


Noah shrugged into the shirt and reached for his new skinny 
jeans. “I think that’s what I’m afraid of. Having sex with you 
doesn’t scare me, it’s what comes after that does.” Noah 
started to button his jeans and stopped. “Shit. You’ve got 
me so worked up, | forgot my damn underwear.” 


Dexter chuckled. “Leave them off. It’ll be our secret.” Noah 
bit the inside of his cheeks as he carefully adjusted his cock 
and finished fastening his jeans. He grabbed a pair of socks 
out of his duffle and sat on the bed to pull them and his 
brand new boots on. Noah still couldn’t get over the shiny 
beauties. He knew he’d rarely get a chance to wear them 
once he got home, but he felt almost like Dorothy must 
have with those darn ruby slippers. 


By the time he’d pulled the boots on and adjusted the legs 
of the jeans down over them, Dexter was almost ready to 
go. Noah wanted to continue to talk about what would 
happen when Dexter left town, but at the same time, he 
didn’t want to ruin what may very well be their one and only 
night together. 


Dressed to kill, Dexter held out his hand. “Would you do me 
the pleasure of accompanying me to dinner?” 


” 


Noah smiled, falling a little more in love with the man. “Yes. 
He let Dexter pull him to his feet. 


Hand in hand, they grabbed their wallets and the room key 
off the dresser before walking out into the hall. 


Dexter leaned against Noah’s shoulder. “Of course you'll 
have to pick the place. You Know more about Dodge City 
than | do.” 


Once they were on the front sidewalk, Noah pointed toward 
a cluster of buildings. “If l'm not mistaken, there’s a pretty 
nice little steak place a couple blocks from here.” On the 
walk over, Noah tried to keep his curious mind in check. It 
was no use. He couldn’t keep from talking about what was 
worrying him. “What happens when you leave?” Dexter’s 
steps faltered before quickly recovering. “Well, to be honest, 
I’m not really sure. 


| guess I’d hoped we'd continue to see each other. | never 
thought I’d get involved in a long-distance relationship, but | 
don’t see any other choice.” 


“So you'll come back to town to visit?” Noah asked, aware of 
the thumb caressing the top of his hand. 


“Sure. And | thought maybe | could get you up to Pittsburgh 
every other month or so.” Noah almost jumped with 
excitement until he remembered his mom. “I don’t know 
that | could do that. Momma got pretty upset when | told her 
| was staying in Dodge for the night. I’m not sure what she’d 
do if | went all the way to Pittsburgh.” Dexter squeezed 
Noah’s hand. “Why was she upset? Doesn’t she think you 
deserve a night away?” 


Noah shook his head. “It’s hard to explain.” 
“Will you try?” Dexter asked. 


Noah had no idea how to explain his momma to an outsider. 
Most days he didn’t even understand her. “When Mom was a 
little girl, her parents dropped her off at an orphanage. She 
still doesn’t know why. All she knows is they never came 
back for her.” 


“I'm sorry.” 


Noah shook his head. “My folks were both pretty old when 
they had me. Momma says that God knew Daddy was going 
to be taken from her early, so he sent me to keep her 
company.” 


“So she still expects you to keep her company?” Dexter 
asked. 


“Looks that way.” Noah shrugged. “Although now that she 
has me, | don’t think I’m enough.” 


“What do you mean?” 


“I don’t know. It’s like she doesn’t even speak to me at 
times. It’s been a lot worse here lately. She doesn’t eat, hell, 
she doesn’t even get dressed most days. It worries me 
something awful, but she won’t go to the doctor.” 


“Maybe you should insist?” 


“Wouldn't do any good. Momma has a way of not hearing 
what | try to tell her.” Noah stopped walking. He took a deep 
breath and tried to push the feelings of guilt to the back of 
his mind. Please, Momma. Just one night. 


“Hey, you okay?” Dexter asked with a touch to Noah’s lower 
back. 


Noah looked into a pair of big brown eyes and smiled. “Yeah. 
Since | kinda spilled my guts all over the sidewalk, does that 
mean we're officially boyfriends now? | mean, | know you 
like me, but I’ve never had anyone | could call a boyfriend.” 
Dexter grinned and rubbed his chin. “You’ve been my 
boyfriend since the moment we first kissed.” 


Noah puffed his chest out and strode toward the restaurant. 
“I got me a boyfriend.” 
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Once they’d consumed a large steak dinner and were on 
their walk back to the bed and breakfast, Dexter couldn’t 
help but think about what Noah had brought up. A long- 

distance relationship wasn’t something he’d anticipated, 


and he wasn’t sure he even liked the idea of being away 
from Noah for long stretches of time. 


Even though Noah was a big, muscled hunk, there was 
something fragile about him, and Dex couldn’t put his finger 
on it. It didn’t bother him that Noah was close to his mom— 
hell, he had a huge family and was close to all of them. It 
was that Noah seemed chained emotionally somehow, as if 
nothing he’d done or ever did would be good enough for the 
woman, that she’d never approve. 


Maybe she needed therapy, not that Dex would offer advice. 
He hadn’t even told Noah much about what he’d be doing 
for a living some day, advising others, dispensing 
suggestions for how they could better manage their lives. 
Noah might take offense at the mere suggestion his mother 
needed medical attention...and mental health was indeed a 
medical concern Then there was the quirky uneasiness Noah 
displayed whenever certain things were mentioned like 
cemeteries. 


Dex mentally snapped his fingers. “We're so close to Boot 
Hill Cemetery. What do you say we have a look?” 


“Nah. | don’t like cemeteries,” Noah said. 


“But it'd be fun. Didn’t you ever go to carnivals, haunted 
houses, that sort of thing as a kid?” 


“I said | don’t want to go.” Noah’s back seemed to bristle. 


Dex blinked but continued walking. “We don’t have to do it 
now—it’s late. But we could stop on our way home, couldn’t 
we?” 


“What is it with you and death?” Noah asked, stopping, 
wrenching his hand from Dex’s and facing him. 


His facial features were a mass of confused emotions that 
Dex couldn’t read. 


“What is it about the subject that you can’t discuss? I’m 
talking about just looking at old tombstones and feeling the 
history of the place, not digging up a grave,” Dex defended 
himself. 


“You've never lost anybody,” Noah said. 


Dex sighed. “Look, | know about your dad, and I’m sorry. But 
surely you and your mom have been to the cemetery to pay 
your respects, to decorate his grave. Right?” Noah looked 
horrified, and Dex had the uneasy feeling he’d stumbled too 
far into a mess Noah didn’t want to deal with, couldn’t 
handle. 


Shit. Dex tried holding Noah’s hand again, but Noah pulled 
away. “Noah, I’m sorry. We don’t have to visit Boot Hill.” He 
watched the uncertainty on his friend’s face. 


“Noah,” Dex tried again. “It’s no big deal.” 
“Now you’re upset with me, though,” Noah said. 


“No, not at all.” Dex winced. Maybe a little, because | don’t 
understand? 


“I don’t want you not to have fun while we're here,” Noah 
Said sadly. 


Dex forced a smile. “Just being with you is fun enough. 
Honestly.” Noah shuffled his feet. “I never thought just 
having a boyfriend could be so complicated.” 


Ah, now we’re getting somewhere, thought Dex. “What 
would make things easier? 


Maybe introducing me to your mom might help?” 


“No.” Noah’s answer was quick. Then he took a sudden 
deep breath and let it out slowly. 


“| don’t know. | mean...she doesn’t like...” 


Fuck. Dex sighed again. No wonder Noah had been so 
reluctant to relax. “You haven’t come out to her, have you?” 


Noah frowned. “Come out?” 
“You haven't told her you're gay.” 


Noah shook his head. “Are you crazy? | can guarantee | 
wouldn't be living in my boyhood home if Momma found out 
| was gay.” Noah took a deep breath. “It’s different here. 


People aren’t as open-minded.” 

“Ruby doesn’t seem to have a problem with us,” Dex said. 
“Ruby’s not like most people. She loves me.” 

Dex laughed. “And your own mother doesn’t?” he joked. 
“Don’t say that!” Noah was loud, wounded, defensive. 


Dex immediately backed off. “I just keep putting my foot in 
my mouth. I’m sorry— 


again, I’m truly sorry, Noah. Maybe we'd better just drop the 
subject before | completely fuck us up.” 


Noah seemed panic-stricken. “No, you don’t have to do that. 
It’s my fault, not yours.” He seemed to struggle with his 
words. “I just don’t know what to do. | mean, | have all these 
new clothes l'Il have to explain to Momma, and she'll either 


not talk to me at all or she'll ask me a million questions. No 
matter what I say...” 


His eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know how to tell her about 
me, much less about you. 


Don’t you see?” 


Dex hugged him and stroked his hair. “It’s okay, baby. You 
don’t have to tell her anything about me. I’m still here.” 


“B-but you'll be gone soon, and l'Il be left alone again,” 
Noah whispered, stepping back and looking around them. 


“Who gives a shit what anybody else thinks?” Dex asked, 
looking where Noah had watched. He lifted a hand to dry 
Noah's face. 


Noah nodded. “I’m trying.” 


“I know. It’s easier when you’re not worried,” Dex said. “Try 
not to think about what your mom or anybody else says or 
believes. Concentrate on your own feelings and what you 
want to do.” 


“What | want is to be myself,” Noah said with a gentle 
laugh. 


“Good,” Dex said. “Because | like you just the way you are.” 
Noah’s smile nearly broke Dex’s heart. How could he have 
been so blind as to have missed the pain Noah had been 
hiding? He’d been so damned lucky with his family. Coming 
out to the Krispens had not only been painless, but 
empowering. 


Dex wasn’t one for sleeping with virgins, and he certainly 
wasn’t the type to stay close to anyone who couldn’t be 


honest about who they were. If they weren’t out of the 
closet, they weren’t in his life. Noah, however, was different. 
Dex knew in that moment that he’d take the younger man 
anyway he could get him. After all, he was no saint himself, 
and God knew what others had to put up with to have 
Dexter Krispen in their lives. Surely, he could bend a little 
without breaking. He could allow them their problems. 


He frowned, thinking of his own issues. He still hadn’t 
finished his doctoral thesis. The holidays were coming up, 
and he would get too wrapped up in Christmas shopping, 
family dinners, and nieces’ and nephews’ pageants to 
concentrate on it then. He also hadn’t settled on where to 
do his apprenticeship. Before establishing a practice of his 
own or joining someone else’s, he needed to have worked 
under someone else’s guidance for so many months. 


Shit. Maybe it’d be best if, once they were back in Schicksal, 
he confined himself to his room and wrote for a few days. 
it'd give Noah time to broach things with his mother. But 
would Noah see Dex’s concentration on his studies as a 
personal withdrawal from their relationship? 


A relationship with Noah wouldn’t be easy no matter how it 
was played. If he went back to Pennsylvania, Dex would only 
worry about Noah and long to be with him. If he stayed in 
Kansas, he’d have to work to finish his doctoral thesis. At 
least here they’d be able to see one another, but then 
again...only if Noah confronted his mother and told her how 
things were between them. 


Dex played back every platitude he’d learned in college, 
every line from every book that had ever dealt with the 
subject. Looked like no matter what happened, it was up to 
Noah what direction they took. 


Noah chewed his bottom lip. He could see indecision in 
Dexter’s facial expressions. How much time would Dexter 
give him to come clean with his mom before he left him 
forever? 


“Have you changed your mind?” Noah finally asked. 


Dexter blinked before shaking his head. “About the desire to 
be with you? No. But, I’m worried about how this is all going 
to play out.” 


Noah pulled away and stuck his hands in his back pockets. 
“I’m sorry,” he apologized and began walking toward the 
rented room he’d had such high hopes for earlier. He 
should've known better than to dream of a future he 
couldn’t possibly have. 


“Hey,” Dexter said, catching up to him. “Where’re you 
going?” Noah kept his eyes on the cracked and uneven 
sidewalk in front of him. “I was wrong to expect...” Damn. 
He felt like a stupid schoolboy. Dexter was from a big city 
filled with gay men and he was just a stupid hick. 


“Stop it,” Dexter commanded. “Let’s just go back to the 
room and take things one step at a time. No pressure.” 


Noah stared into Dexter’s eyes. He couldn’t help but wonder 
if he’d only ever get this one chance to spend the night with 
the gorgeous man. Did he want more? Hell yes. Noah 
already knew the answer to that question, but how could he 
convince Dexter that once wasn’t enough? 


He took his hand out of his pocket and reached for Dexter’s. 


Without saying a word, Dexter grinned, and led Noah back 
to the bed and breakfast. 


As they made the short journey up the stairs and down the 
hall, Noah stole glances of the man beside him. On one 
hand, he was scared to death, but on the other, he knew he 
needed to make the night so spectacular that Dexter 
wouldn’t be able to keep himself from coming back for 
more. 


Stepping into the room, Noah refused to let his nerves get 
the better of him. He immediately went into action by 
sandwiching Dexter’s body against the door. As he stared 
into Dexter’s eyes, he reached down and cupped his lover’s 
cock, feeling it harden under his hand. 


“| may be inexperienced, but | know what | want.” 
“Yeah?” Dexter grinned. “And what is it that you want?” 
“Everything.” 

Dexter’s eyebrow rose. “That’s a tall order for one night.” 


“Guess we’d better get started then,” Noah replied, popping 
the button and unzipping Dexter’s jeans. 


Noah sank to his knees and pulled the tight denim and black 
boxer-briefs down Dexter’s strong thighs. As he uncovered 
the closely-cropped hair surrounding Dexter’s erection, he 
leaned forward and buried his nose in it. Even after their 
dinner and walk, Dexter still smelled of the citrus soap in 
the shower. After rooting his face around the base of the 
thick erection, he began teasing the lightly furred sac with 
his tongue. 


Dexter pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it on the 
floor beside Noah. “Take them in your mouth,” he begged, 
burying his fingers in Noah's hair. 


Noah glanced up the chiseled, bronzed skin of Dexter’s 
torso and flicked the heavy balls with his tongue. He knew 
he’d do anything Dexter asked of him, but he wanted a little 
fun first. 


Playing with the soft hair with his tongue as he continued to 
lap at the heavy sac must’ve felt good because Dexter 
reached down and began stroking himself. 


Noah opened up and took the first orb into his mouth. He 
closed his eyes against the desire evident in Dexter’s 
expression. After sucking Dexter’s cock earlier in the 
evening, Noah knew how sensitive his lover was. He rolled 
the heavy testicle around in his mouth before releasing it to 
gobble up the other one. 


Noah was surprised when the hand in his hair pulled his 
head back. He struggled against the strong grip for a second 
or two before opening his eyes. “Did | do something wrong?” 
Dexter shook his head, releasing the hold on Noah’s hair. 
“You're mouth is proving quite dangerous to my control.” 


Noah grinned and got to his feet. Dexter immediately 
started removing Noah’s clothes. 


He wouldn’t admit it, but he was proud of himself. Only a 
few minutes on his knees had produced that heavy-lidded 
expression on his lover’s face. 


With his chest bared and his jeans down to the top of his 
boots, they both began to laugh. 


“Guess we should’ve removed my new boots first, huh?” 


Still chuckling, Dexter gestured to the bed. Noah did a 
Slightly silly version of a penguin walk as he made his way 
to the king-sized mattress. Before he could sit down, Dexter 


gave him a spin, pushing him face first against the floral 
bedspread. 


Noah started to protest, but a tongue licking up the back of 
his thigh, stopped him. Dexter didn’t stop until he reached 
the crack of Noah’s ass. 


“Stay right there,” Dexter commanded. Noah’s boots were 
unceremoniously pulled off along with the rest of his 
clothes. Dexter tapped the back of Noah’s thighs. “Scoot 
these up under yourself.” 


Noah swallowed. He’d watched a movie once where a guy 
had done what he knew Dexter was about to do. He did as 
instructed as Dexter’s hands palmed the cheeks of his ass. 


Within seconds the tongue was back, only this time Dexter 
opened Noah to reveal his puckered hole. Noah had a brief 
moment of worry. Would Dexter be able to tell what he did 
at night when he was alone in his bed? The warm, wet 
tongue drove all thoughts from Noah’s mind. He couldn’t 
stop the loud moan from escaping as Dexter used the broad 
flat of his tongue to run back and forth across Noah’s hole. 


It was evident that he’d be the one begging for more after 
that night. Noah only hoped he could make Dexter feel half 
as good as he felt. He heard a noise and tried to look around 
his body. With his face still buried in the crack of Noah’s ass, 
Dexter had somehow managed to retrieve his overnight bag 
and was rifling through it. 


Noah smiled. He knew exactly what Dexter was rooting 
around for. The sound of crinkling aluminum confirmed his 
suspicions. “Are you going to fuck me now?” he asked. 


Dexter removed his tongue and tossed the condom onto the 
bed beside Noah. “Not yet. 


But by the time I’m finished stretching you, you'll be 
begging for it.” 


“I’m already prepared to beg,” Noah chuckled. 


Dexter produced a small bottle of lube from the bag and 
flipped the top open. The slick substance was cold as Dexter 
tipped the bottle and let the lube drip down the crack of 
Noah’s ass, catching the excess before it hit Noah’s balls. 


“Would you like me to talk you through this part?” Dexter 
asked. 


Despite the finger trying to work its way into his ass, Noah 
couldn’t help but to laugh. 


“No. I’m actually fairly accustomed to this part.” 
Dexter’s hand stilled. “Really?” 

Noah nodded. 

“Tell me about what you do to yourself, Noah.” 


“Nothing too perverted. | jack off and finger myself 
sometimes, is all.” 


“That’s it?” Dexter asked, moving his finger in and out of 
Noah's body. 


Noah tried to gauge Dexter’s reaction. He wished he knew 
what exactly was normal and what would be construed as 
perverted. “I have a little plug, but it doesn’t seem to do 
much for me.” 


“I can see why,” Dexter chuckled, adding another finger. 
“You're opening up like a pro.” Noah buried his face against 
the bedspread. He tried to imagine what he looked like in 


that moment. A guy everyone thought of as quiet and 
sweet, and here he was with his naked ass in the air spilling 
his deepest secrets. 


A soft pair of lips kissed the middle of Noah’s back. “I didn’t 
mean to embarrass you. | seem to have a habit of sticking 
my foot in my mouth with you.” He decided to ask the 
questions he’d long wondered about. “Is it normal?” Dexter 
lay on the bed beside him, his fingers still stretching Noah’s 
hole. “Is what normal?” 


“Touching yourself,” Noah admitted. 


“Of course it is. Didn’t your dad ever talk to you about it 
when you hit puberty?” The idea of his dad talking about 
sex had Noah laughing in no time. “I can’t even imagine 
such a thing.” 


Dexter leaned in and kissed Noah, spearing his tongue into 
the depths of Noah’s throat. 


Noah responded immediately. The pleasure of Dexter’s 
mouth and skillful stretching had Noah ready in no time. 


“Make love to me,” Noah whispered, pulling out of the kiss. 


“Are you sure? Things will change between us. I’m not sure 
that l'Il be able to walk away afterward.” 


It was everything Noah longed to hear from a lover. “All the 
more reason.” Dexter pulled away and stood beside the 
bed. “Why don’t you get the covers pulled down while | run 
and get us a washcloth?” 


Noah nodded and watched Dexter’s tight little ass walk into 
the adjoining room. He rolled over and grabbed the top of 
the bedspread and pulled it, and the sheet, toward him. In 


no mood to get up, Noah maneuvered his body onto the 
pale yellow sheet and kicked the blankets to the floor just as 
Dexter returned. 


Dexter shook his head and chuckled. “Well hell, where’d the 
condom go?” Noah remembered Dexter setting the small 
foil package on the comforter. “Oops.” Dexter tossed the 
wet cloth onto the bedside table before going in hunt of the 
lost rubber. 


After digging through the pile of blankets, he held it up like a 
prize. “Got it!” Noah began to laugh. Damn, he was falling 
for the gorgeous man. “How do you want me?” 


Dexter fell into bed beside Noah and wrapped him in his 
arms. “Just like this for now.” Dexter leaned forward and 
whispered against Noah’s mouth. “I'd like another taste of 
those lips.” 


Noah opened and accepted Dexter’s tongue into his mouth. 
He wrapped his arms around Dexter’s lean body and pulled 
his lover on top of him. A moan erupted as he felt the 
leaking head of Dexter’s cock paint trails of pre-cum onto 
his stomach. He hated to beg, but damn he wanted it. 


Dexter must’ve been thinking the same thing because he 
broke the kiss and stared down at Noah. He sat back on his 
heels and reached for the condom. Noah noticed the way 
Dexter’s hands shook as he tore open the package. He was 
glad he wasn’t the only one who was nervous. 


“Can you hand me the lube?” Dexter asked, rolling the 
condom down the length of his erection. 


Noah handed the small bottle to Dexter and rolled to his 
stomach and got on his knees. 


He wondered about the slight height difference until he felt 
the head of Dexter’s cock against his hole. 


“This will go much easier if you relax,” Dexter whispered, 
running a hand down Noah’s back. 


Noah took a deep, calming breath and tried to focus on 
riding the tractor. There was just something about riding 
around on his old green John Deere that had always calmed 
Noah’s nerves. 


With one hand on Noah’s hip, Dexter slowly pushed his way 
inside. Once the head of his cock had passed Noah’s 
opening, Dexter paused. 


“What’s wrong?” Noah asked. 


“Nothing. Just giving your body time to adjust. The last thing 
in the world | want to do is hurt you.” 


Noah’s heart warmed at the obvious care Dexter was 
bestowing upon him. “It’s okay. I’m fine.” 


“Rock your body back onto my cock,” Dexter instructed. 
“That way you can control how much of me you can take at 
a time.” 


Noah braced his hands on the mattress. He figured it would 
be best to do it quick, like pulling off a bandage. With a 
deep breath he reared back, impaling himself on Dexter’s 
length. 


Tears spilled down his cheeks as the pain lanced through 
him. Struggling to catch his breath, Noah prayed Dexter 
wouldn’t move. 


“Why?” Dexter asked, resting his forehead on Noah’s back. 


“Cuz I’m an idiot,” Noah replied through clenched teeth. 
“It’s getting better.” The two of them knelt in silence for 
several moments before the pain finally gave way to 
pleasure. Noah wondered whether it would always hurt so 
much. The thin butt plug definitely hadn’t prepared him for 
the thick girth of Dexter’s cock. 


“I’m okay,” he said, drying his face. 


With his forehead still resting between Noah’s shoulder 
blades, Dexter bit him. 


“Ouch!” 


“Don’t ever do that again. You could’ve easily hurt yourself,” 
Dexter admonished. 


Before Noah could reply, Dexter pulled out several inches 
before sliding back inside. The sensation was absolutely 
incredible. Noah looked down at his arms as gooseflesh 
spread across his skin. “More.” 


Dexter rose to his knees and started a slow rhythm in and 
out of Noah’s body. As the pleasure continued to envelop 

him, Noah reminded himself to burn that damn butt plug 

when he got home. 


Thoughts of home threatened to dull the moment, but he 
tried to quickly push them away. 


He deserved this night. After years of being completely 
alone, he finally had someone to hold him. A sharp pain 
started behind his left eye. 


Dexter’s strokes began to speed up as the pain in Noah’s 
head intensified. “Not now,” he whispered to himself. 


“Did you say something?” Dexter asked, surging deep once 
again. 


“Talking to myself,” Noah admitted. He rested his pounding 
head in the palm of his hand, hoping to stabilize the pain. 
An arm wrapped around him and a soft hand began stroking 
his cock. 


Despite the pain, Noah’s dick reacted appropriately and 
spewed forth string after string of seed. His body shuddered 
as Dexter continued to milk him until the last of the cum 
had left his balls. 


“Fuck!” Dexter growled as he buried his cock to the hilt 
inside Noah. 


Noah wished they were facing each other so he could see 
the expression on Dexter’s face as he came. Hopefully this 
wouldn’t be the last time and someday he’d be able to gaze 
into the eyes of the man he loved as they both climaxed. 


When Dexter pulled out, Noah suddenly felt alone again. 
“Don’t leave me.” 


“|I won’t, but | need to get rid of this rubber first,” Dexter 
explained. 


Noah heard the condom hit the trashcan beside the bed. He 
turned his head and watched as Dexter used the washcloth 
to clean himself before running it across Noah’s cum- 
covered torso and cock. 


“Thanks,” Noah whispered. He felt like a small child being 
taken care of. The pounding started again, causing a 
whimper to escape from Noah. 


Dexter paused in the process of cleaning Noah’s ass. “Are 
you sore?” 


“No,” Noah whispered. “I get headaches sometimes.” 


Dexter finished wiping down Noah and tossed the cloth to 
the floor. He stretched out beside Noah and pulled him 
close. “You have one now?” 


“Yeah.” 
“Did you have it all the way through...” 


“No. | was okay at first. | think | just need some sleep.” 
Dexter ran his thumb over Noah’s forehead. “Where does it 
hurt?” Noah pointed toward the spot above his left eye. 
Dexter surprised him by placing a gentle kiss on the 
Sweating skin. “Have you seen a doctor about these 
headaches? They have some pretty good medicine for 
people who suffer migraines.” 


“It’s not a migraine. They usually only last a couple of 
minutes. I’m not sure why this one hasn’t gone away yet. 
Like | said, I’m probably just tired.” Dexter pulled Noah’s 
head down to rest on his chest. “Sleep,” he soothed, 
running his fingers gently through Noah’s hair. 


Noah knew there was something he should be 
remembering. It was right there at the back of his mind, but 
he couldn’t for the life of him figure it out. He decided to 
follow his own advice and closed his eyes. 


As sleep took him, Noah thought about the man holding 
him. He knew it was time to come out to his momma, but 
that was best saved for thinking about later. 


Chapter Six 


After dropping off Dexter and the parts to Mr. Moody, Noah 
headed home. It was later than he’d planned on, and he 
hoped his mom wouldn't be too sore for not making it home 
before breakfast, but the morning he’d spent with Dexter 
had been worth it. 


He pulled to a stop beside the house and hopped out of the 
truck. Noah was surprised when Barley didn’t come to greet 
him. “Barley?” he called. When his companion didn’t come 
running, Noah headed for the barn. 


As he filled a bucket with cracked corn, he thought about 
the previous hours spent in Dexter’s arms. As wonderful as 
it had felt to have Dexter inside of him, nothing in his life 
had prepared him for the feeling of Dexter’s hot ass 
wrapped around his cock. 


Dexter sprinkled the corn in the dirt with a big grin plastered 
to his face. He was a pathetic love-sick fool and he knew it. 
“That’s all | got for ya,” he told the chickens as he shut the 
gate. 


After making sure the cow had hay and water, Noah 
grabbed the duffel out of the truck and opened the door 
that led into the kitchen. “I’m home,” he called. 


When silence greeted him, he shook his head and traveled 
down the hall toward his bedroom. His momma’s door was 
shut, so he decided to drop off his bag before going to see 
her. 


Dropping onto his bed, Noah wondered how he was going to 
tell her. The last time he’d tried to stand up for himself he’d 
ended up storming out of the house with his bags packed. 


The pain in his head started again. He’d been happy to 
wake up free of the damn thing earlier, but with the 


prospect of breaking his mom’s heart in front of him, it was 
quickly returning. 


Noah got to his feet and went to his momma’s door. He 
knocked before sticking his head inside. “Momma?” 


He stepped into the room and went to stand beside his 
mom’s bed. “I’m sorry I’m later than I thought I’d be.” 


He was met by complete silence. Knowing it wouldn’t get 
any better for awhile, he continued. “I need to talk to you 
about something important.” When his mom refused to 
even turn over and look at him, he took a deep breath and 
blurted it out. “I’m gay, Momma. And I’ve fallen in love with 
a man named Dexter.” Noah braced himself for the 
onslaught of words that was sure to come. When nothing 
happened, he reached out and laid a hand on his mom. “Did 
you hear me? I’m in love with another man.” 


Nothing. Concerned, Noah pulled the covers down far 
enough to see his mom. She looked pale and not at all like 
herself. “Momma? Are you sick?” When she once again 
didn’t answer, he raced to the phone and scrolled down the 
yellowed sheet of paper taped to the wall. With shaking 
hands, he dialed Doc. “Come on. Come on.” 


As soon as the answering machine came on, Noah panicked 
and hung up. He tapped the phone against his forehead as 
tears began to cloud his vision. Of all the people he knew he 
should call, only one came to mind. He dug his wallet out of 
his back pocket and punched in Dexter's cell number. 


“Hello?” Dexter answered. 


“It’s my mom. | think maybe | killed her.” Noah dropped to 
his knees as the pain in his head became so intense it sent 
a stream of bile up his throat and onto the floor. He dropped 


the phone, using both hands to try and brace his head ina 
vise-like hold. “Help,” Noah begged. 


“Find the Doc,” he managed to say moments before his 
world went black. 
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Panic stricken, Dex grabbed a jacket and headed out the 
door. Then he searched for keys. 


His aunt had her car, but there was an older vehicle in the 
garage he’d not seen used, his uncle’s four-wheel drive. 
Cora was a Stickler for order, so he knew the keys had to be 
somewhere visible or at least easily accessible. Ah. Ina 
Small utility drawer in her kitchen. Dex palmed them. 


Next thing was to locate the doctor. He called information 
and scribbled down the doctor’s number. He punched in the 
emergency number and waited, cursing with every ring. 


Giving up, he raced for the garage, praying the old car 
would start. 


After several attempts the old girl sputtered into life. As he 
threw the car into gear, he said a silent thanks that Cora 
had kept the sucker gassed and ready to roll. 


Whipping past familiar landmarks, he turned toward the 
farm, praying Noah was all right. 


His mom seemed fragile, to say the least, and he wanted 
her to be okay, but his biggest concern was Noah. Noah, 
who catered to the woman’s every whim, would feel not 
only a tremendous sense of loss but also of guilt, because 
that’s the way he was. In the short time Dex had known 


him, Noah had proven to be more concerned with others 
than himself. 


He hit redial on his phone, praying that someone would pick 
up. 


“Dr. West’s office,” a woman answered. 


Dex told her his problem and asked if the doctor could meet 
him at the Stoffel farm. 


Again, a weird silence, and Dex wondered if he’d been 
dropped into some Stepford Wives scenario. Was everybody 
in town daft when it came to answering simple questions? 


“My friend is in trouble!” he shouted. “Just have the 
goddamn doctor meet me, okay?” Pulling into the driveway, 
Dex hung up and shoved the phone into his pants pocket as 
he ran to the door. Not bothering to knock, he barged in, 
searching for Noah. 


The house was small but cozy, a typical farmhouse, Dex 
noted, not paying much attention to detail. He went into the 
living room—nothing but a few bits of furniture and a 
television. “Noah?” he called. 


Then he heard sobbing and followed the sound. “Noah? 
Thank Christ.” At first, he thought the figure on the floor was 
merely knelt in prayer, but as he got closer, a feeling of 
dread overtook Dex. Noah was rocking back and forth, 
clutching himself in a straightjacket pose, banging his head 
against the door frame leading into another room. 


“Noah? Baby?” Dex knelt and tried to stop Noah’s actions, 
but Noah wrenched himself away, shaking, crying, and 
continuing to abuse himself. 


Blood trickled from an open wound on his forehead, and his 
face had a strange pallor, between flushed and ashen, 
almost grey, like someone who'd been drained of fluids. He 
was sweating, but his skin was clammy, not hot. 


Shit. The woman must be dead. Dex rose and found a clean 
dishcloth and ran it under the tap. He returned to Noah’s 
side and pressed the cloth to his lover’s forehead. “What 
happened?” Noah’s stare was vacant as he continued to 
thump his head against the door frame. “I killed her. | 
should’ve never left her here by herself. My father told me 
to look after her, but | thought it was more important to go 
away than to keep my promise to him.” Dex could tell by 
the monotone quality of Noah’s voice that the man was in 
some sort of shock. He helped Noah to his feet and led him 
to the living room sofa. “You stay here and l'Il go see about 
your mom.” 


Noah didn’t even acknowledge Dex’s statement. He 
hesitated a few moments, wondering if he should just put 
Noah in the truck and get him to a hospital, but he knew he 
couldn’t leave until he’d checked on Noah’s mom. He went 
down the hall, and looked in each of the three bedrooms, 
coming up completely empty. He went back to the first room 
and stepped inside. 


This ts nuts. What the fuck was happening? The room looked 
like it had once been occupied by a female. Frilly lacy 
curtains at the windows, bottles of women’s cologne, 
hairbrush, and hand mirror on the dresser. He looked closer. 


His cell phone rang, and the small screen identified the 
caller as Cora. “Jesus, Cora, I’m at Noah’s, but | can’t find his 
mother. He was downstairs banging his head against the 
fucking wall when I got here, and...” 


“Dex, there’s something you need to know,” his aunt said, 
her voice sounding alarmed but eerily calm. 


“Cora, for Christ’s sake, did you hear me? | can’t talk about 
anything else right now. 


Noah’s in trouble!” 


“Dex!” This time her voice was sharper. “You won't find her 
there.” Dex listened, disbelieving what he heard next. He 
sat on the edge of the bed and wiped his face, feeling as if 
he should slap himself just to be sure he was awake. 


“What a fucking cunt!” he cried shakily. “How could she 
have done that to him?” Cora continued to talk and 
apologized profusely for not telling him sooner. She asked 
him to come back into town so they could meet at the diner. 
“This isn’t something you should be hearing over the 
phone.” 


“What about Noah, Cora? | can’t just leave him here!” 


“| don’t know, son.” He heard his aunt sniffling and could tell 
she'd been crying. “But there’s nothing to be done about it 
now.” 


“Like hell!” Dex’s sadness turned into anger. “Somebody 
should have done something before now. This is just cruel to 
let him go on thinking...” His voice trailed off. 


He gathered his wits. “Look, l'Il think of something, but I’m 
not leaving him here by himself. And I’m sure as hell not 
taking him into a town that could be so cruel to him all 
these years. l'Il try to convince him to go with me to your 
house. See you in a bit.” Dex rose from the bed, curious 
about an old newspaper. He blinked as his eyes caught the 
headlines on the clipping in front of him. So the truth has 


been here the whole time? He picked up the yellowed paper 
and read about Dex’s father losing his long-fought battle 
with cancer. 


Beneath the clipping was another one, the one he dreaded 
reading, and the date of this newspaper's clipping was 
barely a year after the obituary on Noah’s father. A grisly 
article had Dex shuddering. His guts wrenched in pain for 
his friend and for himself. How the hell would they get past 
this? How could he possibly make Noah see the truth when 
the lie had evidently been so much easier for Noah to bear? 


His heart broke for them both. He swore, tossing the articles 
on the bed. Shaking with a thunder of grief and anger, 
fueled by protectiveness for Noah, he managed to regain 
control of his racing thoughts. 


Somehow they’d get through this. They had to, or they’d 
lose one another forever. 
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After waiting for the doctor for another fifteen minutes, Dex 
felt Noah begin to stir in his arms. “Noah?” 


Noah glanced up. “What're you doing here?” 
“You called me. Don’t you remember?” 


Noah’s hand reached up to the cut on his forehead. He 
winced when his fingers encountered an open wound. “I 
must’ve hit my head.” 


Noah’s body suddenly went rigid. “Momma.” 


“She’s gone, baby.” 


“I know.” Noah began to cry silent tears as he stood and 
walked toward his mother’s bedroom. 


“She’s not in there,” Dex said, moving protectively to 
Noah’s side. 


“I know.” Noah stopped in the doorway and looked at the 
empty room. “I killed her, ya know.” 


“No, you didn’t. You weren’t even here, were you?” 


Noah looked over his shoulder at Dex. “No. | wasn’t here. 
That’s what killed her.” Dex didn’t know what to say. Was 
Noah still seeing his dead mother in bed, or had he 
somehow broke through the delusion he’d lived with for so 
many years? 


The newspaper article on the bed seemed to catch Noah’s 
attention. He started toward it but stopped before picking it 
up. “Where'd this come from?” Dex wrapped an arm around 
Noah’s waist. “I found it on the dresser.” Noah turned and 
looked at the dresser. “I don’t know how it got there.” 


“I think you put it there,” Dex said. 


“No.” Noah pulled away from Dex and began to wander 
around the room. He opened his mother’s closet and began 
touching her dusty clothing. He pulled out a pale blue 
bathrobe and held it up. 


“I bought this for her for Christmas last year.” The 
expression on Noah’s face when he looked at Dex nearly 
crushed him. “Why would | do that?” Dex didn’t know what 
to say. He started toward Noah, but his lover held up a hand. 


“Stop. | think it would be better if you leave.” 


Dex shook his head. “There’s no way in hell I’m leaving you 
here to go through this alone.” 


Noah chuckled, the sound almost grotesque. “Sorry. It’s not 
your choice. I’m politely asking you to leave. If | have to, I'll 
ask you not so nicely.” Dex ran his fingers through his hair. 
“Why’re you doing this? | care about you, and | want to help 
you get through this.” 


Noah dropped the robe onto the bed and walked toward 
Dex. Cupping Dex’s jaw, Noah leaned in and gave him a 
brief kiss. “I know you do, but it’s about time | dealt with 
this, and | need to do it alone.” 


Why did the kiss feel like a goodbye? He was suddenly more 
worried than ever. Even though Noah was talking, he still 
had a vacant look to him. 


“You won't do anything...” 


“Crazy?” Noah supplied. “I think I’ve already done that, 
don’t you?” 


“Noah, listen to me. Come back to Pittsburgh with me. We'll 
figure this thing out together.” 


Dex hadn’t even finished the sentence before Noah started 
Shaking his head. “I don’t belong in Pittsburgh any more 
than you belong here, and we both know it.” Dex hated to 
ask the question that was on the tip of his tongue, but he 
knew he’d hate himself if he didn’t. “Promise me you won't 
try to hurt yourself.” The corner of Noah's lip curled as his 
eyes filled with tears once again. “I may be crazy, but I’m 
not suicidal. That’s the coward’s way out.” 


“You're not crazy. Stop saying that.” Dex tried to pull Noah 
closer, but it was like trying to move a mountain. 


“Go home to your family, Dexter, and try to forget about 
me,” 


“Never. l'Il go for now, but I'll be back.” 


Noah stepped back and Dex reluctantly turned and walked 
out of the room. By the time he reached the front door, it 
was obvious the doctor had no intention of coming to 
Noah’s aid. 


Well by god, the town was about to get an earful. 
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After he heard the front door shut, Noah crawled onto his 
parent’s bed and clutched the robe to his chest. “Why, 
Momma?” 


Noah’s mind traveled back to the phone call so many years 
ago. 


Noah tried to dig his room key out of his pocket, but the 
tight denim was already filled with Chuck’s hand as it 
groped Noah’s erection through the thin lining. “Stop it,” 
Noah said with a laugh. 


Chuck grinned and pulled out Noah’s key. “Looking for this?” 
Noah leaned in and swiped Chuck’s mouth with his tongue. 
“Just wait until | get you inside.” 


“Hey, Stoffel, you’ve got a phone call,” someone yelled from 
down the hall. 


“Tell them to call back,” Noah yelled. 


“No way. They’ve been calling every fifteen minutes for the 
last two hours.” Noah unlocked his door and pushed it open. 


“Sorry, looks like I’m gonna have to take this.” 


Chuck sighed and drifted into Noah’s dorm room. Noah blew 
the good-looking man a kiss before jogging down the hall 
toward the phone. “Hello?” 


“Noah?” 
“Hey, Ruby, what’s going on?” 
“Noah, honey, you need to come home.” 


Noah’s heart sank. He knew it had to be something to do 
with his mom. He knew the way she was with the people in 
town, especially Ruby. “What’s she done now?” Ruby was 
silent for several moments, but Noah detected a slight 
sniffle over the phone. 


The last time his momma had let loose on Ruby, it had 
damn near ended in a fist fight right there in the diner. 


“Ruby? What’s she done?” Noah leaned his forehead against 
the painted cement blocks and waited for Ruby to answer. 


“She killed herself, baby, and Barley, too.” 


Noah pulled up to the house. His pickup filled with his 
belongings. He’d managed to kick Chuck out and clear his 
room in a matter of hours. 


Ruby was sitting on the front porch step. 
“Where is she?” 
“In town at the funeral home.” 


“And Barley?” he asked through clenched jaws. 


“Buried out back, in the pasture behind the barn. | didn’t 
know if you wanted to put any kind of marker down, so I just 
put a bouquet of flowers on his grave.” Noah shook his 
head. “No. No marker. | don’t wanna be reminded of what 
she did every time | mow the pasture.” 


Ruby nodded her head as if she understood. 


He had so many questions. He didn’t know where to begin. 
“Who found her?” 


“Kyle Miller. He stopped by when he noticed the mail was 
starting to pile up out at the box. He found her and Barley in 
the barn.” 


“Where in the barn? Show me,” he demanded. 


Ruby shook her head. “No. And you stay out of that barn for 
awhile.” He knew Ruby had his best interests at heart, so he 
couldn't get cross with her. He started to reach for Ruby, but 
noticed the piece of paper crumpled in her fist. 


“What’s that?” he asked. 
“I’m so sorry, Noah.” 


Noah held out his shaking hand. “ls that for me?” He knew 
his momma would never go to her grave without having the 
last word. 


“Yes, but | don’t think you should read it. You know I’ve 
never been a fan of your momma’s, but this,” Ruby said, 
holding up the letter, “this is beyond cruel.” He took the 
letter from Ruby and glanced down at it. He could tell by the 
heavy scrawl that his mom had been in one of her tirades 
when she'd written it. “I'll be okay, Ruby. You go on home 
and get some sleep.” 


Ruby wiped the tears from her eyes. “I can’t just leave you 
here alone. Come back home with me.” 


Noah shook his head. “This is my home, and this is where l'II 
stay.” Ruby stared at him for several moments before 
pulling him in for one more hug. “You call me if you need 
me, you hear? No matter what time, you know l'Il always be 
there for you.” 


“I know. | love you, too.” 


Noah watched Ruby drive off in her beat-up little import and 
went inside. He turned on the kitchen light and sat down at 
the table. He smoothed as many of the wrinkles out of the 
paper as he could and carefully folded it in half. He knew 
he’d have to read it eventually, but he needed a few days to 
process what had already happened. 


Surprised to find himself standing in the barn, Noah looked 
up at the rafter where his mom had hung herself and Barley. 
He remembered the weeks leading up to reading the letter. 


He’d been a fool to think he’d healed enough to read 
whatever it was his mom wrote on that damn piece of 
paper. What was in that letter that caused him to go insane? 
How many years had he been living with ghosts of his own 
making? 


Noah returned to the house and began tearing the place 
apart looking for the letter. He knew it wasn’t something 
he’d have gotten rid of. Making his way to his parent’s 
bedroom, he once again came face to face with the 
newspaper articles. He still didn’t know how they’d found 
their way on top of the dresser. 


Opening his momma’s top drawer, he peered inside. He’d 
never been allowed to go through his parents’ things. He 


took a deep breath as he began to search each one. He felt 
something smooth in the third drawer, buried under his 
mom’s winter sweaters. Noah closed his fingers around the 
object and slowly pulled it from its hiding place. 


a Fuck. ” 


He held his very first male nudie magazine in his hand. 
Noah lifted the publication and buried his face against it. He 
should’ve never bought the damn thing. He remembered 
how frantically he’d searched his room for it before leaving 
for college. He would’ve sworn he'd had it tucked in his 
hidey hole in the back of the closet...shit. 


Then he remembered. 


Noah stood and went to his bedroom. He grabbed his 
hanging clothes by the handfuls and tossed them onto the 
floor. Once the closet was empty, he climbed in and 
withdrew his ever-present pocket knife. Noah eased the thin 
blade into the cut he’d made into the sheetrock as a kid. A 
white powdery square about six by six fell out into his 
hands. 


Noah set the drywall aside and reached into the wall. He 
searched the space until his fingertip brushed a sheet of 
paper. Noah pulled his hand out of the hole as if he’d been 
burned. 


He wrapped his arms around himself and leaned his head 
back against the wall behind him. 


Did he need to know? That was the question he continued to 
ask himself. What purpose would it serve? Evidently 
whatever his mom had written in the letter had sent him 
over the edge the first time he’d read it. Was he willing to 
risk going back there? 


Before he could talk himself out of it, Noah replaced the 
drywall. He walked out into his bedroom and looked down at 
the mess he’d created earlier. The duffle that he’d used the 
previous evening caught his attention. 


As much as he wanted to lean on Dexter, he knew it wasn’t 
the right thing to do. He didn’t know how to go about it, but 
until he dealt with his slip into insanity, he’d never truly be 

free to love Dexter. 


He slumped down on the bed. / Jove him. Noah couldn’t help 
but wonder whether his feelings for Dexter had something 
to do with the headaches. He knew the pain of the last 
several days was caused by his suppressed memories trying 
to resurface. He may have only had a month’s worth of 
college, but even he knew that. 


After retrieving a large suitcase from the attic, Noah began 
packing his clothes. He still wasn’t sure where he was going, 
but he knew he needed to get away from the house, the 
town and even Dexter if he wanted to come to terms with 
what he’d experienced. He bet Wichita would have some 
sort of facility that could help him. 


As he closed and latched the old suitcase, his gaze traveled 
once again to the closet, and the letter he knew was hidden 
within. “Sorry, Momma. I’ve already given you too much of 

my life.” 


Chapter Seven 


Dex was angry. How could an entire town think this was 
right, to let Noah go on believing for years that his mother 
was alive? How did they pull it off? The more he thought 
about it, the less sense it made, and the more furious he 
became. It was a small community, but surely to God these 
people knew better. They had a doctor, maybe no social 


services, but they had the means to call someone to treat 
Noah. 


A split-second decision caused him to veer left instead of 
right, to head for Ruby’s Diner rather than Cora’s. Noah had 
said Ruby was like a second mother to him. If that was the 
case, then the woman had better have answers for him 
when he confronted her. 


He thought back to when he’d first met her. Noah had talked 
about his mom, and Ruby had asked, “She’s still poorly?” 
Then she’d handed over pie for a dead woman and talked 
about pecans, as if they’d been discussing the weather, not 
a corpse! Dex ground his teeth at the thought. 


As for Cora, his aunt had some explaining to do as well. 
She'd seen how close he and Noah had become. Had she 
thought he wouldn’t eventually learn the truth? 


He slammed his palms on the steering wheel. Damn it, he 
hadn’t figured it out. And when he had, he’d been tongue- 
tied, unable to talk to Noah other than to suggest he leave 
with him. 


What the fuck, Dex? he asked himself. Did you expect Noah 
to simply wake up, slap his forehead and say “I guess I’ve 
missed a few years? Yeah, think l'Il go out on the town, buy 
some new clothes, move, and leave all of this behind me.” 
For all his training, Dex had never prepared himself for this 
scenario, certainly not a personal involvement with 
someone so ill. 


He frowned. Noah was ill. What else could it be called when 
someone talked to their dead mother, took her pie, begged 
forgiveness for disappointing her? And how the hell had he 
not seen what was happening right under his own nose? 


He barely registered his movements as he parked the car 
and strode into the diner. The place was packed, and 
everyone in there stopped talking all at once when he 
walked through the door, as if they’d been discussing him. 
Tears sprang to his eyes, which only fueled his anger. 


Ruby was behind the counter waiting on a customer. She 
looked up and nodded. “Hey, Dex.” Her voice was flat, 
knowing. “Doc’s receptionist was in here, said you’d 
phoned.” 


“And?” He could barely control his anger. 


“Doc’s delivering a baby, but he said he’d be out there 
Shortly. He sent one of his patients in the waiting room to 
check on Noah.” 


“How could you do this to him?” Dex demanded, accusing 
them all with one sweeping glance that let them know he 
held each and every one of them accountable. “Why didn’t 
you get help for him?” 


Ruby came around the corner of the bar, wiping her hands 
on her apron. “Dex, calm down. Let’s go sit.” 


He jerked away. “Don’t touch me. Don’t any of you come 
near me. This is like some nightmare, and you're all a bunch 
of ghouls for treating him like that, for lying to him!” Again, 
Ruby tried to coax him to a corner of the diner. “Dex, we 
didn’t lie to Noah—he lied to himself.” 


“And you let him believe it!” he accused. 


One elderly gentleman at the long counter turned to face 
him. “We didn’t have a choice, son. He was of age, too old 
for anyone to adopt, and he wouldn’t have believed us 
anyway. The boy’s mind just snapped.” 


Dex’s head throbbed from tension that threatened to cause 
him to black out. He couldn’t fathom what was happening, 
much less their reasoning. “Didn’t any of you care about 
him? He was a little boy, a young man, and somebody 
should have been with him through all of this.” He hated it 
that his voice sounded like a plea. 


Ruby took him into her arms and hugged him, despite his 
attempts at resisting. Her arms lashed about him like 
strong, comforting bands, and her voice cooed softly. “We 
were all here for him. Do you think he’d have survived 
anywhere else?” Enraged, Dex broke the embrace and 
staggered back, his arms and hands wildly swiping the table 
behind him, scattering the salt and pepper shakers, napkin 
holder, wrapped flatware, and small ceramic dish that held 
coffee creamer. He watched as if in slow motion everything 
he touched was destroyed. It crossed his mind that 
someone would be calling the law, and he’d be led away in 
handcuffs. He didn’t care. 


Another of the older men stood and walked toward him, but 
instead of doubling his fists, as Dex expected, the man held 
out both hands, inviting Dex to take them. “I’m George 
Moody. 


You're Cora’s boy, right? Her nephew?” 


Dex nodded, not wanting to engage, to be enticed into 
conversation. But it was as if he couldn’t help himself. The 
old man had the kindest eyes, and his hands trembled 
Slightly, making him seem less threatening. 


“I gave Noah his first job once we buried his mom.” Moody 
tilted his head, indicating the others behind him. “We all 

provided work for him, because we knew he wouldn’t make 
it on his own.” He continued toward Dex slowly, like he was 


talking to a wounded animal. When he finally reached him, 
he touched Dex’s hands and pulled him off of the table he’d 
destroyed. 


A woman who looked to be in her forties stood and came 
forward. “Hi, I’m Polly Schmidt. My husband and | used to 
invite Noah over for dinner once a week on Mondays.” She 
motioned for another woman to acknowledge her presence. 
“That’s Sarah Marshall. She and her husband had him over 
for Tuesdays.” Her eyes misted, and she shook her head, 
sobbing. “After his mom...” Her voice broke. “She killed that 
boy’s dog, and there was nothing out there for Noah but the 
reminder of what his mother had done. So we all took turns 
for months occupying his days with handyman jobs and his 
evenings with everything from church services to shared 
dinners. We tried to help, and for a while we succeeded.” 


“She was a bitch, that one.” A man at the counter sat down 
his coffee cup and turned on his swivel seat to face Dex. 
“Someone should have dug her up and hung her again for 
what she did to her son.” 


Ruby intervened, her brows knitting into a furrow. “Things 
were fine for a while—Noah even smiled when you talked to 
him. He did his chores at the farm, came into town to work, 
had supper with various people, and there was no mention 
of his momma. Then one day he started coming to town 
talking about her as if she’d just awakened from a sleep 
demanding he feed her lunch. ‘Momma said this’ or 
‘Momma did that’. We didn’t know what to think.” 


“No. I’m not buying that.” Dex shook his head. “Why didn’t 
you stop him? Why didn’t you tell him she was dead?” 


“Every time we did, he’d shut down,” another man said. 
“You couldn’t talk to him about her without him leaving the 


room—he wouldn’t hear it.” Ruby nodded. “It was as if 
telling him she was dead brought back memories that were 
just too painful. He couldn’t think of his momma without 
thinking of Barley, and that dog meant everything to him. 
He just couldn’t face what she’d done. Can you imagine 
knowing what your pet went through, the terror that poor 
animal must’ve felt?” 


“Wasn't anything we could do other than go along with 
whatever Noah said,” a man at the back of the diner called. 
“Nobody wanted to upset him, and we all figured he’d snap 
out of it on his own.” 


Polly sobbed again. “But he never did.” She shrugged her 
shoulders helplessly. “He loved that dog so much. Noah 
lived in the dorm at first, but he wanted a house where he 
could bring Barley. Guess he thought she’d take care of the 
dog for him while he got his feet wet there.” Dex listened, 
blinking back tears. They all sounded sincere, but his 
rational mind couldn’t wrap itself around anyone’s pain but 
his own. My God, the problems they must’ve faced while 
dealing with Noah. 


He shook off the sympathy he’d begun to feel for them. He 
wasn’t ready to release the rage he felt, didn’t want to, but 
little by little he felt it ooze from his body, leaving him 
drained, weak. 


“Come sit down,” Ruby said again. “Let me bring you 
something to drink and eat. You'll feel better once you’ve 
had some food in your stomach.” Dex’s mind raced with a 
montage of flashbacks. Noah’s avoidance of cemeteries or 
talk of death. The clean but shabby clothes he wore. The 
musty smell of his father’s jacket, like it hadn’t been out of 
the closet for years until that day. The fact that he’d never 


met Noah’s mother and that none of the townsfolk had 
mentioned her unless Noah brought her up. 


He thought of Noah’s avoidance of talking about his college 
days, his reluctance to consider going back to school. You’re 
a fool, Dexter. The truth was so obvious. 


The jangle of the bells on the door rang through the diner’s 
silence like a shotgun blast. 


Dex looked up to find Cora staring at him. One look at her 
face, and the anger he’d felt completely left. All he wanted 
was her compassion, just as everyone around him had 
wanted his. 


Dex hung his head and cried, sobs wracking his body. 


“Oh, Dex!” Cora’s voice was anguished. “My poor, poor boy. 
I’m sorry | didn’t tell you.” She wrapped her arms about him 
and hugged him. “I just figured why bother? You’d be 
leaving soon, and life would go on as it always had.” 


He heard Ruby sniff, and when he looked up, she was crying 
as well. “I’ve known that boy his entire life, not like | didn’t 
see what was happening between the two of you. | should 
have told you myself. Sorry, Dex.” 


He pulled back from his aunt and wiped his face. “I love you. 
Both of you.” He shook his head. “I should have known 
something was wrong, but | chose not to see it. There was 
nothing either of you could have done to prevent my feeling 
this way.” He chuckled ironically. “I fell for Noah the first 
time | laid eyes on him.” He offered a weak smile. 


“Hard not to, huh?” Ruby patted his shoulder. “I guess now’s 
the time we need to decide what to do, though, considering 


we’ve all had a hand in raising him.” She squared her 
shoulders. 


“You're book smart, city boy. What can we do that won’t 
land him in some nut ward for the rest of his life? He needs 
help, but none of us can do more than we already have. 
What do you suggest?” 


7K OK XK * 


By the time he left the diner, Dex felt as if he’d just met 
family he hadn’t known existed. 


He’d gone in full of accusations and anger, and they’d 
handed him love and understanding in return. Ruby and 
Cora had walked him out to his car to make sure he’d be 
Okay. 


“He kicked me out, but I’m going back to the farm,” he’d 
told them. “I need to see him. 


Maybe he'll listen to me this time.” 


But when he pulled into Noah’s driveway, his heart sank. 
The truck was gone, and a man and woman were loading 
the cow into a cattle trailer. Looked like they’d already 
crated the chickens. Something told him they weren't 
thieves. 


The man and woman looked at one another uncomfortably 
but didn’t say anything. Dex noted that the man, probably 
her husband, had a cast on his left arm. Before his 
indignation could rise that they were hauling off Noah’s 
livestock, he remembered what someone in the diner had 
said, that Doc had sent one of his waiting room patients to 
check on Noah. 


“Noah’s gone,” the man finally said, wiping sweat from his 
brow once he and the woman had the cow secured and 
locked down in the trailer. “You the mayor’s nephew?” 


“Yeah.” Dex tried remaining calm. Noah was gone? Where? 


The man pointed toward the farmhouse. “He loaded up an 
old beat-up looking suitcase, tossed it in the back of his 
truck and took off. | came out here to check on him, and he 
told me to take the livestock so nothing would starve.” 


“Did he say where he was going or when he’d be back?” The 
panic Dex had felt earlier returned. Keep quiet, Dex, don’t 
offend them. They’re only trying to help Noah. 


Both shook their heads. Then the woman spoke. “I got the 
feeling he wouldn’t be back for some time,” she offered. 
“Maybe Ruby would know—Noah’s closest to her.” Dex felt 
like throwing up. Not only was Noah gone, but Dex had no 
way of knowing what was running through his friend’s mind. 
Noah could be driving with one of his blinding headaches, 
he could be hurt, angry, bewildered. Where the fuck would 
he go, anyway, if all that was familiar was in town? 


Chapter Eight 


With a white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel, Noah 
pulled into the cemetery. It had been a while since he’d left 
Schicksal, six months of intense therapy and medical 
testing, but Noah knew he was coming back whole for the 
first time in a long time. Well, that wasn’t exactly accurate. 
His mind felt whole, but his heart didn’t. 


He knew he’d screwed up things between him and Dexter. 
At the time, he doubted everything he felt, but after coming 
to terms with his mom’s death, he realized that the love he 
felt for Dexter was real. 


How many times had he wanted to pick up the phone and 
apologize for the way he’d thrown him out of the house that 
day? He knew one phone call to Cora and he’d have 
Dexter’s phone number in Pittsburgh, but he’d never 
managed to gather the courage. He probably hates me, 
anyway. 


The small graveled path wound around the cemetery like a 
never ending river. Hell, he couldn’t even remember where 
his parents were buried. He finally stopped the truck and got 
out. 


Although wandering around a cemetery wasn’t something 
he cared to do, Noah knew it was his own fault. He 
should’ve come years earlier. 


Most of the names engraved on the headstones were 
familiar to him. He may not know the individuals, but he 
knew the families, most of them still lived in Schicksal. 


After ten minutes or so, Noah came across the simple, flat 
granite grave markers of his parents. As much as he wanted 
to ignore the grave on the left, he knew he couldn’t. It was 
Surprising to him how well the area around the markers had 
been maintained. He knew the cemetery didn’t have a 
groundskeeper, which meant someone from town must’ve 
cared enough to keep the weeds at bay. 


Folding his legs under him, Noah sat and faced the two 
markers. “I bet you’re both surprised to see me here. To tell 
you the truth, I’m a little surprised myself, but | have a few 
things to say to both of you.” 


Noah regarded the marker on his right first. “Dad, | know 
you probably think I let you down by going off to college, 
but it was something | needed to do. | never intended to 
abandon Momma, | just wanted a life of my own. You and | 


know it wasn’t easy for me growing up, but we weathered 
the storm because that’s what families are supposed to do.” 
Noah plucked at the grass in front of him. Some of what he 
had to say to his dad wasn’t going to be easy, but he was 
determined to get it all off of his chest. “Momma wasn’t well 
even when you were alive. | know you could see her slipping 
deeper and deeper into insanity, but instead of protecting 
me from her, you seemed to choose her. | don’t mind saying 
| was angry about that. | was a boy, your only son, and you 
should’ve cared more.” Wiping his eyes with the sleeve of 
his shirt, Noah continued. “I loved you more than anyone, 
and when you asked me to look after Momma, you knew | 
wouldn’t be able to say no. | tried, Dad. | really did, but she 
got even worse after you died. | knew if | didn’t get away...” 
Noah tried to remember everything he’d uncovered about 
his feelings during his hospital stay. “It wasn’t fair of you to 
put that kind of pressure on me, but I’ve forgiven you. | 
know they say love is blind, and in your case, it was true.” 


Shifting his attention to his mom’s marker, Noah struggled 
to say anything at all. “I still don’t remember what was in 
that letter you wrote me. | think I’m probably glad about 
that. 


Because | figured something out, Momma. It doesn’t matter 
what you thought about me. | like me. And | won’t let you 
blame me for killing yourself. You did that all on your own.” 
Noah stood and brushed off the seat of his pants. “I don’t 
know that l'Il ever be back. 


Don’t see much sense in it. The two of you are together, and 
| Know that’s all you really cared about. I’m off to find my 
own way.” Noah nodded his head. “See ya.” By the time 
he’d climbed behind the wheel of his pickup, he felt better. 
He glanced back toward the markers and knew he’d shed 
his last tears over his parents. As soon as he was back on 


the main road, he felt as though a heavy weight had been 
lifted from his shoulders. 


Instead of going home, he decided it was time to face his 
friends. He turned the truck toward town, determined to try 
and make amends. 


After spending the previous six months in Wichita, the small 
community where he’d grown up looked even smaller. He 
pulled in front of Ruby’s and killed the engine. What would 
he say? 


A knock on his window startled him. He turned and came 
face to face with Mr. Moody. 


The tears in the older man’s eyes seemed to Say it all. He 
opened the door and stepped out of the truck only to be 
enveloped in an uncustomary hug. 


“Good to see you back, boy.” Mr. Moody’s wrinkled hands 
thumped him on the back several times before releasing 
him. 


“How’'ve you been?” Noah asked. 
“Okay. Better now that you’re home,” Mr. Moody replied. 


Noah looked around him. “I can’t stay. Just came back to put 
the farm up for sale.” Mr. Moody nodded. “I kinda thought 
that might be the case. Once people get out of Schicksal, 
they rarely come back.” 


Noah shook his head. “It isn’t the town or the people. It’s 
the memories.” Mr. Moody seemed to study him for several 
moments. “You goin’ in to say hi to Ruby?” 


“Yeah. | was trying to figure out what to say to her,” Noah 
admitted. 


“Hell, just walk in and give the woman a hug, no words 
necessary between family.” Noah felt his throat tighten with 
emotion. Mr. Moody was right; Ruby was family. They all 
were. “You coming in?” 


Mr. Moody shook his head. “Naw, | think l'Il let Ruby have 
you all to herself for a while. 


Make sure you stop by the store before you leave town, ya 
hear?” 


“Sure.” 


After taking a deep, calming breath, Noah walked toward 
the diner. He wiped his feet on the mat out of habit and 
opened the door. It was an odd time of day and the place 
appeared empty. His gaze swung toward the booth where 
he’d first laid eyes on Dexter. It seemed like a lifetime ago 
that he’d noticed the good-looking newcomer. 


“Noah?” 


Noah turned and smiled as Ruby came rushing toward him. 
He held out his arms and wrapped them around the finest 
woman he’d ever known. “Hi, Ruby.” 


“Oh, baby, I’ve missed you so much.” 
“I’ve missed you, too, but | had to leave.” 


“But now you're back.” Ruby ushered Noah to the front 
counter. “Have you talked to Dex?” 


Noah shook his head. “I haven’t talked to anyone.” He didn’t 
know how to explain the months of intense therapy he’d 
undergone. “I knew | was sick, and | didn’t want to drag 
anyone else down with me. | lived that life at the hands of 
my momma. | knew | couldn’t do it to anyone else, 
especially someone that | loved.” 


Ruby cocked her head to the side. “So you did love him?” 


“Yeah, still do, but too much has happened. | kicked him out 
and left without even saying goodbye. He’s probably back 
living it up in Pittsburgh.” 


“You'd be wrong about that,” a familiar voice said from 
behind him. 


Noah turned to find Cora standing with her arms crossed 
over her chest. 


“I didn’t hear you come in,” Noah said. 
“I can be stealthy when I need to be.” 


Noah swallowed around the lump in his throat. Cora looked 
pissed, and he didn’t blame her a bit. “I needed to make 
sure whatever made Momma crazy wasn’t happening to 
me,” he blurted out. 


“And what did you find out?” Cora calmly asked. 


“That maybe Momma could’ve gotten better if she’d gotten 
help. That I’m not crazy. 


And that I’m in love with your nephew,” he finally admitted, 
squaring his shoulders. 


Cora nodded once, before giving him a hug. “Guess you'd 
better do something about that last part. Because Dexter’s 
turned his entire life upside down in hopes that you’d 
someday come to realize the two of you are meant to be 
together.” 


Noah stepped back. “Why? What’s he done?” 


“Picked up and moved away from his family for starters. He 
took a job up in Lawrence. 


He’s doing an internship with a group of very nice 
psychiatrists there.” 


“Lawrence, Kansas?” Noah couldn’t believe Dexter would 
move all the way to Kansas on the hope of seeing him 
again. 


“Yep.” Cora cupped Noah’s jaw. “The town suits him. | think 
he’ll probably stick around a while.” Cora narrowed her 
eyes. “When are you leaving?” Noah grinned. “As soon as | 
can clear out the house and get it up for sale.” 


“Hell, l'II buy it if it means you'll get your ass up to Lawrence 
faster.” 


“And l'Il help you clear it out,” Ruby piped up. 
“Leave it to us,” Cora offered. 


Noah tried to think of what he needed from the house. Other 
than a few odds and ends from his bedroom, nothing there 
held sentimental value anymore. “Other than the stuff in my 
bedroom, you can give away or burn the rest. I’ve got no 
use for any of it. I’d like to start over.” Ruby smiled and 
clapped her hands together. “Then nothing’s holding you 
back. You can be in Lawrence by nightfall.” 


Everything was happening so fast, Noah’s head was 
spinning. Just the idea that he could see Dexter within a 
matter of hours had gooseflesh breaking out on his arms. “1 
need someone to do me a favor.” 


“Anything,” Ruby said. 


“There’s a hole in my closet that needs patched up. Can you 
see if someone will fix the drywall and paint over it?” 


Noah had thought long and hard about the letter hidden in 
his old hidey-hole. He still couldn’t remember what the 
letter said, but it no longer mattered to him. The ramblings 
and hatred of his mother no longer held any weight with 
him. 


“Consider it done,” Cora said, giving Noah another hug. 


Ruby pulled Noah out of Cora’s arms and enveloped him in 
her arms. “Promise you'll call me from time to time?” 


Noah gave the older woman a kiss on the cheek. “Ahh, 

Ruby, you know | can’t go more than a couple of months 
without one of your pies. Besides, not only does Dexter have 
family in Schicksal, but so do I.” 


Chapter Nine 


Listen to your heart, Dex, not your mind. He walked around 
the house he’d purchased the month before, his fingers 
trailing over familiar furniture. His sister Gretchen had 
browsed the yuppy furniture store with him, chiding him the 
whole time about what she considered his appalling taste, 
until he had what he wanted. Dex smiled. Not that furniture 
made a home. All he wanted was Noah. 


His heart still ached every time he thought of what his 
friend must’ve endured. 


He shook off the negative memories burned into his brain 
from the moment he’d read that newspaper article. Been 
there, done that, he told himself. There’s only the present 
and the future. 


What future, if Noah wasn’t in it, though? Dex had wandered 
through every corner of the house, just as he’d done for 
days, trying to picture Noah with him. Noah sitting in one of 
the two recliners, watching television. Noah curled up 
beside him on the sofa, eating breakfast at the bistro table 
overlooking the backyard, or cooking with him in the 
kitchen. There were so many things Dex wanted to do with 
Noah. 


Cora had phoned after Thanksgiving to tell him what she’d 
found out, that Noah had been in treatment, but she hadn’t 
sounded hopeful that Dex would ever see him again, at 
least no time soon. Dex couldn’t help it, though. Hope was 
all he had. 


Dex felt as if he’d been keeping house for a missing person, 
wanting everything to be the same as before they’d left. But 
the house wasn’t one he’d shared with anyone—it was new, 
waiting for new memories to be made in it. Waiting for 
Noah. 


His eyes settled on an empty picture frame he’d purchased 
at one of the boutiques in downtown Lawrence. Silly to have 
placed it on the fireplace mantle without a photo inside, but 
like the rest of the house, like him, the frame was 
anticipating Noah. 


“Fuck.” Now he knew exactly the uncertainty and 
trepidation one of his new patients felt. 


He’d cautioned her for weeks to be realistic but not to give 
up hope that her estranged son would reappear, that the 
boy would get over being angry with her and would come 
home for Christmas. 


His situation with Noah wasn’t much different, the only 
difference being that they hadn’t necessarily parted in 
anger. It was so much more. 


Now that another set of holidays was fast approaching, Dex 
didn’t know what to do. His sisters had been bugging him to 
fly back to Pittsburgh, but he couldn’t leave, just in case 
Noah called or showed up. Cora had his new cell number, 
but Noah didn’t. Cora knew where he lived... 


What would happen, he wondered, if he went to Noah? Yeah, 
yeah, bad idea. Up to the patient when they’re recovered 
enough to face things. Not up to him. But fucking hell. How 
much longer? 


Lawrence would be so perfect for them. Noah just had to 
call, had to talk to him. Dex knew one trip to the small 
university town, and Noah would welcome the change. 
Lawrence wasn’t a large city, but it was big enough, much 
larger than Schicksal. There were enough schools and 
universities in the area to cover whatever education Noah 
might want. The house was away from all the traffic of the 
city, but not too far away for them to attend ballgames, 
plays, go to movies, take classes. Lawrence had the coffee 
shops Dex craved and the... 


What? He stared at his cell phone. 


“Aunt Cora?” Dex wondered why his aunt would be calling 
so late. He knew her habits, figured she’d be parked in front 
of the television watching her favorite nighttime shows. 


“I hope you’re home, boy,” came the raspy response. “You 
made me buy this dad-blasted phone, then left without 
showing me how to use it.” 


He smiled. “Cora, you old coot, we went over that phone 
several times. You Know as much as I do about them now.” 


“Not enough.” She snorted. “For instance, tell me again how 
| send a picture of something.” 


“He-he-he.” Dex loved hearing from his aunt. He smiled, 
remembering their trip into Dodge to pick up the phone, the 
hours afterwards spent showing her what she’d been 
missing, which in her eyes wasn’t much. 


He explained patiently. Usually, he could hear her scribbling 
wildly in the background, taking down every word he 
uttered whenever she wanted instructions. This time, oddly 
enough, he heard nothing but what sounded like muffled 
laughter. 


“Are you drinking?” Dex finally asked. 


“Don’t be flippant. Of course, I’m drinking. I’ve got Ruby 
here with me, and the two of us are getting drunk as skunks 
tonight. She just doesn’t know it yet, but I’ve spiked her 
drink. 


She should be feelin’ it any time now.” 
“Hmm. And why are the two of you celebrating?” Dex asked. 


“Because we are the greatest old broads we know, and it’s 
high time we congratulated ourselves.” 


“I'll buy that.” Dex paused. “So are you going to tell me or 
not? Why the call?” 


“I told you—I wanted to send you something. You ready?” 
Cora sounded as excited as a child. 


“Yep. ” 


“Incoming!” she shouted, as if telling him to dodge 
something that someone had thrown at him. 


It was then that the doorbell rang. 
“Cora, I’ve got to go. There’s someone at...” 


“Yeah, yeah, | know, but you don’t know what | know, so 
hold onto your feathers, little bird.” 


Dex heard the ping as his phone received picture mail. He 
held the phone from his ear and stared. “What the fuck?” 


It was a photo of Noah, and he was surrounded by Ruby and 
Cora, both hugging him and giving him kisses on the cheek. 


“Ha-ha-ha! Old man Moody took it,” Cora’s voice rang out. 
“Now answer your door. If it’s pizza, save us a piece.” Then 
she hung up. 


Weird old woman, Dex thought, reaching for the door 
without even looking through the peephole to see who was 
there. 


*K xxx 


Cora, the loon, had refused to give Noah actual directions to 
Dexter’s house until he arrived in Lawrence. Then she and 
Ruby had set about sending him on a scavenger-hunt of 
sorts. 


He’d been by the University of Kansas, traveled through the 
old part of downtown Lawrence, with its cute little shops and 


trendy restaurants and bars, until finally their search sent 
him down Dexter’s street. 


He had to admit the area was cute, with its mature trees 
and family-style houses. The last picture they’d sent him 
over the phone was the front of Dexter’s home. Noah had 
smiled once he’d finally matched up the picture to the front 
of the bungalow-style house. 


He’d sat in his car for several moments trying to get his 
bearings when his phone rang. 


He answered immediately knowing it was Cora. “I’m here,” 
he answered. 


“About damn time,” Cora huffed. 


“Hey, I’m not the one who’s been playing games getting me 
here,” Noah fired back in a friendly tone. 


“I wanted you to see a bit of the town before you made up 
your mind.” 


“Made up my mind about what?” Noah asked. 
“About whether to stay, duh.” 


Noah chuckled. He couldn’t believe the sweet older woman 
had just said duh. “Well I’m here now. Can | go and see him 
now?” 


“You may,” Cora replied. 


Noah knew Cora was giving her permission for more than 
just a friendly visit, which warmed his heart even more. 
“We'll talk later.” 


“You bet your ass we will.” 


Cora hung up, and Noah manipulated his new cell phone 
until the picture of Dexter’s house once again displayed on 
the screen. With a deep breath, he climbed out of the truck 
and went to the front door. 


He hoped Ruby and Cora were right, and Dexter truly did 
move to Lawrence in hopes of reuniting. He poked the 
doorbell, and Noah was suddenly sick to his stomach. 
Please. Please, let me in. 


The door opened, and Noah held up his phone. “I thought | 
might find you here.” Noah held his breath as Dexter’s jaw 
dropped. Maybe he shouldn’t have made a joke after six 
months of no contact. “I missed you,” he tried again. 


Dexter launched himself into Noah’s arms, causing him to 
drop his cell. As he wrapped his arms around the man he 
loved, he decided he didn't give a shit about the phone. 


“I’ve missed you, too,” Dexter finally said. 


“Mind if | come in?” Noah asked, feeling rather exposed on 
the front porch. 


Dexter blinked before shaking his head. “No. Shit. Come in.” 
Noah knew he was standing on the threshold to a new life. 
One more step and he'd join Dexter in his world, hopefully 
until he was old and gray. “I love you,” he blurted, needing 
to get that much out. 


Dexter walked backward, pulling on Noah’s hand until he 
practically stumbled into the house. Dexter reached past 
him and shut the door before kissing him. The kiss was 
everything Noah had remembered, only better. 


Dexter broke the kiss and stared into Noah’s eyes. “Stay.” 
Noah swallowed around the lump in his throat. Despite 


everything they’d been through, Dexter still wanted him. He 
wondered how much Dexter knew of what he’d been doing 
over the previous six months. 


The need to explain his time away was strong, but the 
expression on Dexter’s face was doing predictable things to 
his cock. Dexter’s gaze traveled from Noah’s eyes, down his 
chest to rest quite squarely on his groin. 


Dexter boldly cupped Noah’s erection in the palm of his 
hand. “Is this your way of telling me yes?” 


Noah let out a soft moan. “I need to tell you something 
first.” Dexter applied more pressure to Noah’s cock. “You’re 
right. You need to tell me you love me so much you couldn’t 
possibly imagine your life without me.” Dexter grinned in 
that sexy way he had. “The rest we can work out as it 
comes.” Despite his need to get the past settled, Noah gave 
in to his desire. He reached down and pulled Dexter’s T-shirt 
over his head, seeing that sleekly muscled chest for the first 
time in months. “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered. 


With a glint of moisture in his eyes, Dexter took Noah’s hand 
and led him down a short hall to his bedroom. As he 
followed, Noah began to work the button and zipper free on 
his jeans. 


After so long apart, Noah didn’t want to waste a single 
minute of their long-awaited reunion, he only hoped he 
could go slow enough to make it special. 


Dexter seemed to have other ideas. Within a minute of 
entering the room, his lover was naked and spread-eagle on 
the bed, beckoning Noah with a crook of his finger. “Come 
here and show me how much you've missed me.” 


The heated expression and wanton pose supplied by Dexter 
had Noah naked in no time. 


He covered Dexter’s body with his own and kissed him, 
pushing his tongue deep to sweep the interior of his lover’s 
mouth. 


As the kiss continued, Noah’s hips began to move, grinding 
his hardened cock against Dexter’s equally stiff dick. 


Dexter's legs parted and wrapped around Noah’s waist. 
“Enough with the foreplay, Noah. Fuck me,” Dexter begged. 


He couldn’t believe this amazing man would ever feel the 
need to beg. Noah was the amateur in their relationship, the 
one who knew very little about how to please a man, yet 
here he was with his lover’s legs wrapped around him. It 
was too much for Noah to handle. He pulled back enough to 
stare down into Dexter’s eyes. 


How many nights had he lain awake thinking of those 
gorgeous eyes? “Can | stay?” Dexter put his hands on the 
back of Noah’s head and pulled him back down. “Forever,” 
he said against Noah’s lips. 


As Dexter’s tongue found its way into Noah’s mouth, Dexter 
began reaching blindly toward the bedside table. Noah 
heard a drawer open moments before he heard the click of a 
bottle cap opening. 


Noah braced his hands on either side of Dexter’s head and 
lifted his body, all without breaking their heated tongue 
battle. He felt a slick hand apply copious amounts of lube to 
his cock, before Dexter pulled back for a breath. 


“It’s been a while,” Dexter informed Noah. 


“| sure as hell hope so.” Noah chuckled, trying to lighten the 
mood. He reached down and took the bottle from Dexter’s 
hand. Applying an equally generous amount to his fingers, 
he slowly began to stretch the man he loved. 


Although Dexter moaned appreciatively when Noah 
breached his hole with the first finger, Noah could tell 
Dexter wanted to say something. 


“What?” he asked. Part of him was afraid Dexter had 
changed his mind. 


“I knew the first moment I laid eyes on you that you were 
the one.” Noah tried to distract the emotions welling up 
inside him by working another finger into Dexter’s heated 
body. “That was before you knew...” 


Dexter shook his head. “Don’t. Nothing | found out after that 
initial meeting could ever have the power those eyes and 
that heart of yours has over me.” Noah couldn’t help but 
chuckle. “Listen to you, waxing all poetic on me.” Dexter 
grinned in return. “Yeah, it did sound kind of pretentious, 
didn’t it?” 


“Just a tad, but heartfelt.” 
“Good. I’m glad you noticed that.” 


Noah wiggled his fingers, getting back to the task at hand, 
so to speak. Dexter moaned, and Noah forgot about 
everything but burying himself inside the man he loved. He 
removed his fingers and replaced them with the head of his 
cock, slowly pushing inside. 


Dexter gasped as Noah pressed in to the hilt. Home. Noah 
closed his eyes as he gave Dexter a few moments before 
moving. As he slowly slid his cock in and out of Dexter’s 


heat, he thought of all the things he wanted to do with his 
man. Things he’d only fantasized about in the privacy of his 
darkened bedroom. 


With another moan, Dexter reached between them to take 
hold of his cock. Noah shook his head. “Please don’t come.” 


Dexter’s eyebrows shot up. “You trying to kill me?” 


“No. | wanna taste you. I’ve thought about sucking you off 
SO many times, | want to actually do it.” 


Heat spread between them as Dexter’s face screwed into a 
comical mask with his climax. 


Noah was mesmerized. He couldn’t believe he had the 
ability to put that look on his lover’s face. 


The emotion alone threatened to tip Noah over the edge. 


When Dexter’s eyes opened and the grin spread across his 
face, Noah lost it. He buried himself as deep as possible and 
pumped his lover full of his seed. The tingling sensation of 
his balls as they continued to empty seemed to take his 
breath. 


Milked dry, Noah collapsed on Dexter’s chest, feeling the 
sticky proof of his lover’s completion. He wrapped his arms 
around Dexter and rolled them both to their sides, still 
connected. 


“Sorry about that,” Dexter mumbled. “I usually have a little 
more control than that, but you started talking about...hell, 
just thinking about your lips wrapped around my cock has 
me wanting more already.” 


Noah grinned. “Well you know what they say, practice 
makes perfect.” 


“You can practice on me anytime you want,” Dexter replied 
around a yawn. 


Noah could easily picture the rest of his life attached to 
Dexter’s cock. His softening dick slipped free of Dexter’s 
warmth and he felt a momentary pang of sadness. “So tell 
me why you moved here?” 


Dexter opened his eyes. “So that | could work, and you 
could go to college.” 


“Why Kansas?” 


“Because I’ve grown to love the slower pace, and | knew in 
my heart that you’d feel more comfortable here.” 


Noah shook his head. “I’d have followed you to New York 
City if that’s what it took to be with you.” 


Dexter made a face somewhere between horror and 
teasing. “I’d never be so cruel.” Noah sighed. “Why stay 
here for just me? You could have anyone you wanted.” 
Dexter grinned mischievously. “Maybe | like the coffee 
better here. Maybe it’s so | can slip down to Schicksal for 
slices of Ruby’s famous pecan pie.” He slugged Noah on the 
arm playfully. “Because | love you, fool. | want to spend the 
rest of my life with you.” 


“Oh.” Noah’s hand crept to Dexter’s and he squeezed. 
“Home is truly where the heart is, | guess.” 


“Yep.” Dex leaned over to kiss him, hard. When he came up 
for air, he winked. “And my heart is with you Noah, wherever 
you are.” 
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What’s the old saying... you can never go home again? 
Raven Black resigned himself to never returning after being 
ordered from the only real home he’d ever known. Now, 
seven years later, Raven is back to face the man who sent 
him away. 


Zane Conner is not only Raven’s foster brother but the only 
man Raven ever loved. Despite his mixed feelings about the 
situation, Raven can’t deny Zane when the older man asks 


for his help in saving the Lazy C Bar Ranch. A boy found 
dead on the ranch clinches Raven’s decision. 


Why did the young boy look so much like he had at that age 
—the same age he’d been when his own father had beaten 
him and left him for dead? 


Going Deep by G.A. Hauser 


Dylan Conway thought he had a chance at the big leagues 
when a pro football scout invited him to try out for the team. 
After a successful college career, Dylan figured it was a sure 
thing. 


It wasn’t. 


With his dream of playing pro ball shattered, Dylan takes a 
job in LA delivering pizza until he can figure out a new 
direction for his life. What he doesn’t expect is to be 
propositioned at every delivery, and to his amazement, he’s 
asked to work for a photographer of male nudes. He 
accepts, and begins his journey into a deeper, darker 
industry. 


Sean Dean, AKA ‘Rippin Long’, is tired of working as a gay 
porn star. For seven long years he was the top earner for 
Tartarus Studios, but now he’s sick and tired of the 
demands. He yearns for a real life and respectable work. 


But even the jaded Rippin Long is stunned to see the latest 
addition to the Tartarus studios stable of stars: The 
delectable Dylan Conway. To make matters worse, Dylan 
makes no effort to hide his instant attraction to Tartarus’ 
prized stud, and he’s after more than sex. Dylan wants a 


‘relationship’, something Sean has avoided after 
continuously being idolized as the porn star, and not the 


human being behind the facade. 


One man jaded and at the end of his porn career, the other 
fresh and just beginning a new life in the industry—the 
possibility for any kind of future between the two seems 
daunting. Yet, the two men collide on set, burning up the 
screen like no other men before them. Could there be a 
chance for a real bond between them? With faith, hope and 
a little help from karma, could true love bloom from what 
was once two broken lives? 


Nice and Naughty by Mia Jae 


Cassie Franklin has to prove herself. After all, she’s the first 
female head of the English department at the university. But 
that doesn't mean she has to prove herself sexually to Eric 
Marsh, a fellow professor in the English department, does it? 


Then there is Ryan. Strong and sexy, with hands that can 
ease away the tension of most any job, he almost makes her 
forget her risky escapades with Eric. 


Until Cassie realizes that Ryan and Eric have a closer 
connection than she ever could have imagined, and they 
have very specific plans for her... 


Nuit Aux Trois by Melinda Barron 


Quinn’s two roommates, lovers Fletcher Covair and Devlin 
St. Giles, have the perfect idea: Quinn will accompany them 
on a Halloween ghost hunt at a haunted plantation. Quinn 
agrees, knowing there’s no such thing as ghosts and 
thinking the time away will give her time to assess her 
future job prospects, and if nothing else, a chance to relax. 


But the plantation’s resident ghost, Alison, has other ideas. 
She wants help in righting a long-time wrong, and it seems 


that the ghost has chosen Quinn, Dev, and Fletch to assist 
her. While Quinn’s mind is reeling from the knowledge that 
there are really ghosts, she comes to another shocking 
realization: Dev and Fletch have more on their minds than 
ghost hunting, and Alison isn’t the only restless spirit who 
wants to make contact. 


The Resurrection of Josephine by Melinda Barron 
Martin Vandreen avoids graveside funerals at all costs—for 
good reason. As a spiritual medium with the ability to 
communicate with the dead, cemeteries tend to be filled 
with restless souls that want to chat with him. But when 
Martin makes an exception and attends the burial ceremony 
of his dear friend’s departed father, he encounters a 
powerful entity that nearly kills him. 


Rumer Rousseau and her lover Noah Hopper will do 
anything to stop the resurrection of Josephine, including 
forcibly enlisting the help of Martin. Martin reluctantly 
agrees to help find a way to destroy Josephine before the 
evil witch gains enough power to overturn the spell binding 
her spirit to her crypt, thus allowing her to return to the 
world of flesh and blood. 


Suddenly, Martin’s orderly, somewhat private lifestyle is 
turned upside down. But within the arms of Rumer and 
Noah, he’s finds that he no longer desires the solitude he 
once treasured, and longs to have a relationship that can 
stand the test of time. But will the bond they forged 
together be strong enough to survive the resurrection of 
Josephine? 
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Extinction 


Professor of Environmental Science/Wildlife studies at UNLV, 
Jack McBain has spent his adult life trying to track a legend 
overheard during his youth. Born and raised in the Canadian 
Province of Newfoundland, Jack remembers his 
grandparents telling stories of a race of people eradicated 
by European settlers in 1829. According to the legend, the 
Beothuk people didn’t die out as first thought, but were 
transformed into wolf shifters. 


When Newfoundland wolves began to appear in great 
numbers, the European settlers began killing them under 
the guise of population control. In 1910, the last of the 
Newfoundland wolves was shot, making them one of the few 
extinct species of wolves in the world. 


Following spotty leads, Jack begins to track what he believes 
are Beothuk/Newfoundland shifter wolves. His search leads 
him to the Lake Mead National Recreational Area outside of 
Las Vegas. There, on Spirit Mountain, he finally comes face 
to face with not only the shifter he’s been looking for, but 
the man of his dreams he didn’t know he needed. 


Retribution 


Three lonely souls find each other in the midst of an all out 
war between the shifters and the Hunters. 


Mother Earth gave Ryker Allen rebirth over a century ago, 
his main purpose to protect Mother's shifter children. Ryker 
has never begrudged his duties, but the loneliness is 
something he'll never get used to. 


Daniel was the King of the Coyotes until a mistake led to the 
decimation of his species. Alone and half-dead, he was 
taken in by a pack of wolf shifters as a pet for the Alpha's 
mate. When he's given a chance to live as an Alpha once 


again, he's reluctant to accept, afraid he's no longer worthy 
to lead. 


Hakan is the son of Father Sky. He was awarded rebirth over 
a thousand years ago to protect the Native American Bird 
Shifters. When animosity towards Native Americans 
escalated, Hakan's charges took to the sky permanently, 
leaving him without a purpose. He's lived his long life alone, 
waiting for the day he can once again serve his Father. 


Three men, three very different backgrounds, one thing in 
common. Loneliness. Can these three souls come together 
to form a family? 
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